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Praise for Phosphorescence:

‘This book is beautiful … Julia Baird has been to the tough edges and gives us light. She writes like a dream’

Matt Haig

‘Utterly captivating and magical’

Julia Bradbury

‘Luminous and deeply comforting’

Katherine May, author of Wintering

‘A book full of all that it means to be alive on this turning, burning, exquisite planet. Baird writes with a raw, transforming honesty I have never before encountered, and I am the better for having experienced her truth. A necessary, timely and utterly gorgeous work’

Kerri ní Dochartaigh, author of Thin Places

‘Every page is about gratitude; every line is a conversation with the reader for “puzzling over the nature of things” … Each time I dive into it, I emerge shining’

Kathryn Mannix, author of With the End in Mind

‘A luminously written reminder not to deny the inevitable rough patches of life, but to acknowledge them; to look out, up and around and discover the light that exists, even in the darkest of places’

Kate Sawyer, author of The Stranding

‘Both timeless and timely, this is a book of wisdom and wonder’

Geraldine Brooks, author of March, winner of the Pulitzer Prize

‘I loved this book. A cupped hand full of light in a darkened world. A collection of glittering curios. I’ll hold it close in trying times’

Cal Flyn, author of Islands of Abandonment

‘A moving and beautiful exploration of surviving dark and difficult times. Baird’s writing shines light on simple but important truths’

Sue Stuart-Smith, author of The Well Gardened Mind

‘An enchanting meditation on the importance of nurturing our own phosphorescence’

The Bookseller

‘This book is a love letter to the world by a brilliant writer who nearly left it. Julia Baird has gone into the depths of human experience – her own, and others’ – and come back with this luminous and profound celebration of people and the planet. A treasure to read and re-read your whole life’

Anna Funder, author of Stasiland

‘Phosphorescence is a deeply entrancing book, whose graceful and immersive prose captures a tremendous generosity and curiosity about the world’

Gemma Reeves, author of Victoria Park

‘Radiant … A searching look at how to make sense of life. Friendships and family, climate change and world affairs – Baird tackles them all with warmth and grace’

The Big Issue




Dedication

To my luminous children,

Poppy and Sam,

and my mother, Judy,

the lamp who has lit our family.

And to Jock,

who, herself, is

incandescence in the dark.




Epigraph

Phosphorescence. Now there’s a word to lift your hat to … to find that phosphorescence, that light within, that’s the genius behind poetry …

— Emily Dickinson
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Prelude

A Light Within

THERE ARE FEW THINGS as startling as encountering an unearthly glow in the wild. Glow-worms. Ghost mushrooms. Fireflies. Flashlight fish. Lantern sharks. Vampire squid. Our forest floors and ceilings, our ocean depths and fringes are full of luminous beings, creatures lit from the inside. And they have, for many centuries, enchanted us, like glowing missionaries of wonder, emissaries of awe.

Is there anything more beautiful than living light?

Before science explained the phenomenon in its various forms, it was the stuff of myth and legend. Aristotle puzzled over damp wood that glowed in the dark. The Japanese imagined fireflies to be the souls of the dead, or, more specifically, of samurai killed in battle. Sailors aboard ships gliding through luminescent blooms thought the seas were on fire; they spoke of ‘burning seas’, ‘milky oceans’ or ‘smouldering coals’ on the water; Aristotle referred to ‘exhalations of fire from the sea’. In 1637, French philosopher René Descartes saw seawater ‘generate sparks rather similar to those which are emitted by pieces of flint when they are struck’. In 1688, French Jesuit missionary Père Guy Tachard declared the sparks were a consequence of the sun impregnating the sea by day with ‘an infinity of fiery and luminous spirits’, and these spirits uniting after dark ‘to pass out in a violent state’. Some observers, watching light-trails spinning out from bows in the Indian Ocean, called them ‘The Wheels of Poseidon’.

For me, today, these lights are the perfect metaphor for flashes of life in the middle of the dark, or joy in difficult times. But in centuries past, they were sheer magic. Charles Darwin was awestruck when he saw, while sailing through the Rio de la Plata in the South Atlantic in 1845, ‘a sea that presented a wonderful and most beautiful spectacle … The vessel drove before her bows two billows of liquid phosphorous, and in her wake she was followed by a milky train. As far as the eye reached the crest of every wave was bright, and the sky above the horizon, from the reflected glare of the livid flames, was not so utterly obscure as over the vault of the heavens.’

No one attempted to seriously understand these mysterious occurrences until after World War I. During the conflict, tiny natural lights in the sea inadvertently aided war efforts by illuminating submarines: in November 1918, British naval officers sailing off the coast of Spain spied a large outline beneath them glowing and outlined by ‘sea fire’, and attacked. This was the last German U-boat submarine to be destroyed in the war.

During World War II, the Japanese devised a clever way of illuminating maps with a light so faint that it would not alert enemies to their presence. Their army harvested vast piles of crustaceans called umihotaru or ostracods — also known as sea fireflies — from the waters surrounding their country, and distributed them to their fighting units. The soldiers then only needed to hold these dried plankton in their hands, trickle liquid onto them and crush them to obtain light. Scientist Osamu Shimomura said: ‘It was an easy, simple source of light. You just add water. Very convenient. You don’t need any batteries.’ More than fifty years later, Shimomura — who won a Nobel prize in 2008 for his work on green fluorescent protein in jellyfish — was able to produce the same effect for a colleague in a darkened room, clenching his fist then opening it to reveal a cool blue light.

By this time, both America and Russia had begun to study luminous creatures in earnest. In the 1960s, the US Naval Oceanographic Office published a seminal study, relying on centuries of shipping records and journals in which naval officers struggled to describe what they saw. You can hear the gasp and wonder in their words, the fumbling for language adequate to describe the scenes. The lights were said to be like ‘a mass of boiling turquoise foam’, ‘a luminous serpent’, a ‘welding torch’, ‘the illuminated dial of a wrist-watch’, ‘magnesium burning’. One witness reported being able to read on deck at night, due to the bright white light of the sea, ‘like that from molten iron’.

Stories of these sightings had circled the globe for as long as ships had done the same: ‘spark-type displays’ in the Gulf of Maine in summer; ‘green fire’ strong enough to enter the portholes of a ship in Chesapeake Bay and ‘reflect from the ceiling of a stateroom’; ‘red tides’ off the coast of Florida and Texas that turned luminescent at night; glowing waters in the Canary Islands; sea like a ‘star spangled sky’ in the western Mediterranean basin; ‘flashes of light’ in broken ice off the west coast of Norway; ‘sparkling emerald dots’ in the Orkney Islands; glowing balls in the Thames; green oar-strokes in the Irish Sea. In False Bay, off Cape Town, South Africa, what seemed a ‘greasy froth’ by day was a lake of ‘molten gold’ at night. When a tsunami receded at night near Sanriku, on the island of Honshu in Japan, ‘The exposed bottom was strongly luminescent with a bluish white light of such strength that land objects were visible as in daylight.’

While the US Navy was documenting this puzzling wizardry, American author and marine biologist Rachel Carson discovered a similar phenomenon as she waded around the shores of the Atlantic at night, shining a torch into dark waters. In August 1956, she wrote to her beloved friend Dorothy Freeman, describing ‘my beach’ during the spring tides of the new moon:


There had been lots of swell and surf and noise all day, so it was most exciting down there toward midnight — all my rocks crowned with foam … To get the full wildness, we turned off our flashlights — and then the real excitement began. The surf was full of diamonds and emeralds, and was throwing them on the wet sand by the dozens. Dorothy, dear — it was the night we were there all over, but with everything intensified; a wilder accompaniment of noise and movement, and a great deal more phosphorescence. The individual sparks were so large — we’d see them glowing in the sand, or sometimes, caught in the in-and-out play of water, just riding back and forth. And several times I was able to scoop one up in my hand in shells and gravel, and think surely it was big enough to see — but no such luck.



What was also astounding for Carson that night was that she saw a firefly hovering over the water, his reflection ‘like a little headlight’, and it dawned on her that he thought the sparkles in the water were other fireflies. She rescued him from drowning in the ice-cold sea, putting him in a bucket to dry his wings. The woman whose later work, Silent Spring, would ignite the modern environmental movement, wrote: ‘It was one of those experiences that gives an odd and hard-to-describe feeling, with so many overtones beyond the facts themselves … Imagine putting that in scientific language!’ Indeed.

As their understanding of these otherworldly phenomena grew, scientists refined their terminology. Light released by natural substances or organisms (usually re-emitting absorbed heat) had been known as ‘phosphorescence’ since the 1770s; in the early twentieth century the term ‘bioluminescence’ was coined to specifically describe biochemical light emitted by living creatures. Studies of living light proliferated, and attempts were made to measure and harness bioluminescence. But, while the US Navy continues to study it today, and is reportedly attempting to develop an undersea robot that could track and monitor bioluminescence to help war efforts, work on its predictability and potential usefulness has never achieved the hoped-for broadscale harnessing of light, nature proving hard in this regard to bend to our will. In Roman times, the philosopher Pliny the Elder claimed it was possible to transform a walking stick into a torch by wiping the end with jellyfish paste, but this does not appear to have caught on. The ingenuity of Indigenous Indonesians in employing bioluminescent mushrooms as lights in the forest does not appear to have been replicated either. On land, attempts by miners to light caverns with bottles filled with fireflies or phosphorescent dried fish skins were also unsuccessful.

Nevertheless, researchers are still trying to fathom how to use light-producing creatures, whether fireflies or bacteria, for street, decorative or domestic lights. There are hopes bacteria like a genetically engineered form of the intestinal E. coli will be able to produce enough light to replace electricity in a ‘biobulb’. Some scientists are even more ambitious. In biomedicine, living light is incredibly important: scientists tweak and yoke various genes from jellyfish, coral and fireflies to light up cancer cells and nerve cells, and to test drugs and monitor biochemical reactions.

But there’s something gratifying about knowing such natural wonders cannot be completely plundered or exploited, particularly for the purpose of destruction. Today, sightings of living light remain rare, magical and often unpredictable. Consequently, some people devote years to hunting it, seeing it and recording it. In recent years, I became one of them.

[image: Image]

FOR A LONG STRETCH of time in my twenties, I preferred lamplight to sunlight. I wasn’t gothic; I was nocturnal. I danced marathons under lasers and mirrored globes in lambent clubs and strobe-lit warehouses. But outside, along the rim of the Australian coastline, I hunted for sunlight trapped in water. At the end of the week, my friends and I would often throw tents into car trunks and drive north of Sydney for several hours until we reached, in darkness, a place called Seal Rocks. Painted in large white letters on the road that curved down to the ocean were the words: ‘THE LAST FRONTIER’.

The beach there was unspoiled, untamed, brimming with wildlife. We’d park our cars and run into the black sea, diving and swirling under the moon, watching a silvery, sparkling ribbon of phosphorescence trail behind our limbs. The tiny little sea creatures that absorbed the light of the sun were stirred up by our thrashing; we were streaming sequins, or galaxies, in our wake. In truth they were phytoplankton that were reacting chemically to movement — generating energy from sunlight (photosynthesis) to drive light-producing chemical reactions when stirred up — but it seemed magical. These living lights became a kind of symbol of joy and abandon for me, and I tried to find more ways to experience them and companions who would love them as much as I did.

[image: Image]

I LEARNED RECENTLY THAT humans glow faintly, even during the day. All living creatures do, apparently. In recent years, scientists have been trying to discern if and, if so, why our bodies emit a varying visible light. In a study published in 2009, five healthy, bare-chested young Japanese men were placed in dark rooms sealed to keep light out, for twenty-minute intervals every three hours for three days. They were only allowed to sleep from midnight to 7 am. A highly sensitive imaging system found that all of the men glowed, most strongly from the face, at levels that dropped and climbed during the day. Yes, it’s a small sample size, and the study does not seem to have been repeated, but it’s a delicious thought.

The authors of the study, Masaki Kobayashi, Daisuke Kikuchi and Hitoshi Okamura, concluded that we all ‘directly and rhythmically’ emit light: ‘The human body literally glimmers. The intensity of the light emitted by the body is 1000 times lower than the sensitivity of our naked eyes.’

Maybe it’s just that we’re all made of stardust.

[image: Image]

EVERY NOW AND THEN you actually do encounter someone who glows: someone who radiates goodness and seems to effortlessly inhabit a kind of joy, or seems so hungry for experience, so curious and engaged and fascinated with the world outside their head that they brim with life, or light. These people are simultaneously soothing and magnetic.

The inspiring punk musician Henry Rollins proudly told me that he gets ‘tired but never jaded’. Talking to him is like sticking a fork into an electrical socket — you walk away infected with his craving to do, know and be more, to span seas and conquer weakness and fight for the rights of those who cannot, or should not be forced to, fight for themselves.

Tired, but not jaded. Yet it’s hard to hold onto that glow. And very often life seems to snuff it out. So how can we find bellows to blow air on fire and fan flames? What can be done to nurture our inner lights, and guard them as jealously as an Olympian does a burning torch?

In recent years, those studying the still-nascent science of happiness have tapped into our cells, probed the flow of blood to our hearts and brains, and measured the variables in our daily moods to try to find what brings contentment, well-being and joy. And now we have a few well-established core truths. Being altruistic makes us happy, as do turning off devices, talking to people, forging relationships, living with meaning, having a purpose and delving into the concerns of others. Eating good food and going for a few runs, swims or workouts help too.

This is all very well if you are healthy, fit and strong, or in an easy, harmonious relationship, certain about the future and your family. But are we in fact asking the wrong question — instead of how do we stay happy, should we ask how do we survive, stay alive or even bloom when the world goes dark, when we are, for instance, overwhelmed by illness or heartbreak, loss or pain? Is it possible to experience what monk David Steindl-Rast calls ‘that kind of happiness that doesn’t depend on what happens’? When our days are shadowed and leached of meaning, when circumstances shower us with mud, how can we be sure to re-emit lessons we absorb in the sunlight?

[image: Image]

A FEW YEARS BACK, I was suffering heartbreak so intense I lost my appetite for months, and barely slept. I was skeletal, scattered, shorn of confidence. I called my counsellor in tears and said, ‘I just don’t know how I am going to get through this.’ He told me that, when he was a young man, he had once said exactly the same thing to a wise mentor of his. This man, an Argentinian, abruptly slapped him and said, ‘It is now that everything that you have been given in your life matters; this is what you draw on. Your parents, your friends, your work, your books, everything you have ever been told, everything you have ever learned, this is when you use that.’ And he was right. What is the point of all you have learned if you can’t employ it when you are floundering in a nadir? Haven’t all those lessons, and loves, been pooled in a reservoir you can draw on?

Since then, I have come close to death several times. In hindsight, I often wonder why I let that old heartbreak send me into such orbital despair. Because in recent years, I have had three major, brutal surgeries — the most recent lasting for fifteen hours — to remove a beastly cancer that had spread across my abdomen. I experienced at these times a kind of clarity and intensity of emotion that I had never known before: fear, anxiety, calm, loneliness, utter dread, love, an otherworldly focus. In the vortex of cancer, all other sounds drown out, and you hear only the beating of your heart, the drawing of your own breath, the uncertainty of your footfalls. You may be surrounded by the hugest crowd of family and friends, and by the shiniest love, but you walk alone through these medical valleys of darkness.

I have yearned for an end to excruciating pain that no drugs can touch, been haunted by opioid nightmares, spent months in hospital wards, and lain on my back in a surgical gown as hot, poisonous chemicals of chemotherapy were poured into an open wound then swilled around. I have willed my body to work again after this venom paralysed my insides, stumbling step by step, and hobbling along corridors dragging a drip, trying to ensure my gown remained firmly fastened.

Of course, I am not the only one to have experienced this kind of trauma. We immediately understand each other, those of us who have staggered along the paths of serious sickness, but we also empathise more with other kinds of suffering — those millions of us with cracked hearts, battered bodies, blackened brains. We more readily commiserate with the times when life is like a boa constrictor wrapped around our windpipes, squeezing out breath; like a dark ogre stealing our joy, our purpose and our hope as we sleep; or sometimes just like a thick black airless cave with no apparent exit.

I have had to find that exit again, and again, and again. What has fascinated and sustained me over these last few years has been the notion that we have the ability to find, nurture and carry our own inner, living light — a light to ward off the darkness. This is not about burning brightly, but yielding simple phosphorescence — being luminous at temperatures below incandescence, quietly glowing without combusting. Staying alive, remaining upright, even when lashed by doubt.

In those particularly dark days, when my world imploded with loss and illness, and when I had to find and tap my own reserves, my search for what makes us phosphorescent took on a new urgency — and brought me immense beauty. In my quest for what Emily Dickinson called ‘the light within’, I learned these simple, powerful lessons.

First, pay attention.

Second, do not underestimate the soothing power of the ordinary.

Third, seek awe, and nature, daily.

Fourth … well, so many things: show kindness; practise grace; eschew vanity; be bold; embrace friends, family, faith and doubt, imperfection and mess; and live deliberately.

To my delight, I have found a burgeoning body of science that provides a substantial evidentiary basis for all these principles. These are no sure-fire panaceas, of course, and a number of these recommendations may seem blindingly obvious to some readers, but when you stare down death then return to life, such beliefs take on a new clarity and urgency: you do not, you cannot, waste a breath.
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THIS IS WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT: my search for the ‘light within’, for what makes people shine. The findings I have gathered here are not definitive, or comprehensive, but they struck me powerfully and I wish I had understood them better when I was younger. Life is tempestuous and life is precious, and recognising that those two things are twinned is part of the secret of the truly phosphorescent.




PART I

Awe, Wonder and Silence




In the company of arsonists

One day recently, while swimming at sunrise, I began thinking about how Oscar Wilde described the dawn as like a ‘frightened girl’ who crept along the ‘long and silent street … with silver sandalled feet’. It suddenly struck me as a very timid and peculiarly British perspective (although Wilde was an Irishman, he lived many years in London). In Australia, the dawn is an arsonist who pours petrol along the horizon, throws a match on it and watches it burn.

The sun’s rise and the sun’s retreat bookend our days with awe. We often take awe for granted, and yet it’s something both modern scientists and ancient philosophers have told us to hunt. Awe makes us stop and stare. Being awestruck dwarfs us, humbles us, makes us aware we are part of a universe unfathomably larger than ourselves; it even, social scientists say, makes us kinder and more aware of the needs of the community around us.

Wonder is a similar sensation, and the two feelings are often entwined. Wonder makes us stop and ask questions about the world, while marvelling over something we have not seen before, whether spectacular or mundane. The eighteenth-century Scottish moral philosopher Adam Smith — the man who became known as the ‘Father of Capitalism’ after writing his influential book on economics, The Wealth of Nations — put this perfectly. He thought wonder occurred ‘when something quite new and singular is presented … [and] memory cannot, from all its stores, cast up any image that nearly resembles this strange appearance … It stands alone and by itself in the imagination.’ Smith believed that sometimes we could physically feel this wonder: ‘that staring, and sometimes that rolling of the eyes, that suspension of the breath, and that swelling of the heart’.

Great thinkers, philosophers and eccentrics have all been inspired by the unfathomable. ‘The most beautiful thing we can experience,’ wrote Albert Einstein, ‘is the mysterious; it is the source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead; his eyes are closed.’

In my own quest to become phosphorescent — in which I lost myself many times in dark holes and swamps — it was awe and wonder that I kept returning to, and the quiet healing properties of nature: the forest, the sea and the creatures they contain. So many of us have our quiet places of escape and refuge — nearby beaches, a park bench, a magnificent tree.

A small mountain of studies in the field of nature science has repeatedly confirmed that the sheer sight of green — plants, leaves, trees, views from windows — can make us happier and healthier. This evidence and these experiences have given rise to the burgeoning Japanese-pioneered practice of forest bathing, or shinrin yoku, whereby participants are walked slowly through tracts of trees to touch them, listen to their sounds, and reconnect with nature.

All over the world, people increasingly want to understand how residents of an urbanised environment can tune out the cities, the traffic and the jackhammers and listen, once again, to the birds singing and the leaves whispering in the breeze. They want to settle the stirring, or restlessness, and remember who they are. Often, they seek silence, an increasingly valuable and rare commodity. Real silence is not about muffling all sounds, though, but about muffling all artificial, or human-made, sounds. As I learned recently on a visit to Arnhem Land, a connection to country is a fundamental part of the identity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and the call to quiet, to listen and to respect the world we live in is an ancient one. While so much of our self-exploration today is hash-tagged #wellness and performed for all to see, it became obvious to me in the far reach of sacred lands, encircled by campfires and eucalypts, that sometimes the best way to pay attention to country is to keep your mouth shut, open your eyes and just listen.




Chapter 1

Lessons from a Cuttlefish


Those who dwell, as scientists or laymen, among the beauties or mysteries of the earth are never alone or weary of life … Their thoughts can find paths that lead to inner contentment and to renewed excitement in living. Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long as life lasts.

— Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder



THE FIRST TIME I saw a cuttlefish swimming in the wild I was astounded by how prehistoric and alien it looked. Cuttlefish are astonishing creatures, with heads like an elephant’s, eight arms they occasionally splay then join together like a trunk, and small bodies ringed with thin, rippling fins that look like a silk shawl. They glide across the ocean floor, changing their colour to match the surface underneath them, from gold above sand to brown and red over seaweed, and even their texture, from smooth to thorny, blending in with the background so effectively that they are often noticeable only when they move their silken frills.

Cuttlefish are not just otherworldly in appearance. Consider these facts: their pupils are shaped like the letter ‘W’, and it has been speculated that cuttlefish eyes are fully developed before birth and that the young start observing their surroundings while still in the egg. Their blood is colourless until exposed to air, when it turns blue-green. They have three hearts and a doughnut-shaped brain that is larger in proportion to its body size than that of any other invertebrate. The cuttlefish bone — that white oval-shaped object you often see washed up on beaches or in budgerigar cages — is actually a thick, calcified internal shell that helps cuttlefish control flotation, and separates them from fellow cephalopods such as squids and octopuses. There are four or five male cuttlefish for every female — an excellent ratio in my view — but all live for only a year or two.

For me, cuttlefish are symbols of awe. After my first sighting, I was charged with a peculiar kind of electricity for hours. They still have this effect on me. I regularly spend the winter admiring them, then mourn when the spring tides cast their light white bones onto the shore.

When I dive down to swim alongside cuttlefish, as I have several times this week, the world slows to the rhythm of ruffling skin. They rarely flee and are sometimes quite friendly. Seeing them regularly in the bay at the foot of my hill has given me an unexpected insight into awe. If I had guessed that spying them gliding along reefs could be part of my daily ritual, I would have devoted myself to ocean swimming decades ago.

Peter Godfrey Smith, a professor of philosophy and history, who also lives on my hill, likens the giant cuttlefish, which can grow to a metre in length, to ‘an octopus attached to a hovercraft’ with arms like ‘eight huge and dexterous lips’. He reminds us that ‘the mind evolved in the sea. All the early stages took place in water: the origin of life; the birth of animals, the evolution of nervous systems and brains, and the appearance of the complex bodies that makes brains worth having … When animals did crawl onto dry land, they took the sea with them. All the basic activities of life occur in water-filled cells bounded by membranes, tiny containers whose insides are remnants of the sea.’ In other words, the sea is inside us.

[image: Image]

IF YOU JOINED THE hundreds of people in my swim squad, you might think at first that the routine was simply about getting a solid bout of exercise before the day begins. We meet after sunrise at Sydney’s Manly Beach, swim out to the headland, then arc across a protected marine bay to another beach.

The caps we wear are bright pink. The name we call ourselves, the Bold and Beautiful, is a bit daft, but it’s a reminder that the squad was formed years ago by middle-aged women who were too nervous to swim the distance alone. This morning swim was never about skill, but about pluck.

Most days, at some spot along the 1.5-kilometre long route, heads will cluster, arms pointing down under the water at enormous blue gropers, cuttlefish in various states of disguise (also occasionally breeding, or devouring each other), bearded wobbegongs, Port Jackson sharks, eagle rays and even tiny, darting turtles and seahorses. Just this week, a pod of dolphins curved past me as I swam around the headland.

In early winter, dozens of young dusky whaler sharks usually swarm the bay, only a few metres beneath us, migrating only after they have already become large enough to make people nervous — there’s a reason a collective term for sharks is a shiver. (While I was writing this, a dawn swimmer was bitten by a shark he says he bumped into in the dark sea while he wasn’t wearing a headlight. The fact it was a usually mild grey nurse shark meant we were able to continue swimming without fear.)

One day, a whale glided into the bay and played with the swimmers for an hour — though I refuse to talk about it because I wasn’t there. (I had to read about it instead in The Daily Telegraph, under the headline ‘A whale of a day’.) My atheist friends who were there described it as like a prayer or quasi-religious experience; their faces turned solemn at the recollection. Okay, whatever.

Our outings are not always ideal. Frequently we battle thickets of seaweed, powerful currents and daunting, crashing waves that pull you under and spin you around, or dump you against the sandy floor. Occasionally the swell is so big, and the undertow so strong, that I make sure I am with a friend as I swim back to shore. Newcomers often need to be rescued. Sometimes we emerge with red welts from stingers across our faces and limbs. I will never forget the swarms of jimbles — small, box-shaped jellyfish with long, trailing pink tentacles — that inhabited the bay for many months one year in their thousands. Though we put on protective wetsuits and smeared our faces, hands and feet with pawpaw ointment, many people still bear the scars of their stings and some even landed in hospital. But the daily difference in conditions is what makes it thrilling.

Something happens when you dive into a world where clocks don’t tick and inboxes don’t ping. As your arms circle, swing and pull along the edge of a vast ocean, your mind wanders, and you open yourself to awe, to the experience of seeing something astonishing, unfathomable or greater than yourself. Studies have shown that awe can make us more patient and less irritable, more humble, more curious and creative — even when just watching nature documentaries. It can ventilate and expand our concept of time: researchers Melanie Rudd, Kathleen Vohs and Jennifer Aaker found that ‘experiences of awe bring people into the present moment, and being in the present moment underlies awe’s capacity to adjust time perception, influence decisions, and make life feel more satisfying than it would otherwise.’

Research conducted by social psychologist Paul Piff and his colleagues suggests that people who regularly feel awe are more likely to be generous, helpful, altruistic, ethical and relaxed. In one case, people who spent time staring up at towering eucalypts were more inclined to help someone who had stumbled and dropped a handful of pens than those who had not. In other words, when dwarfed by an experience, we are more likely to look to one another and care for one another and feel more connected.

It would be wrong to think of exercise only as something to build muscle and ease anxiety. If we can, we should force ourselves out of gyms and off machines and into the natural world, knowing, or hoping, that we may stumble upon awe.

[image: Image]

THOSE OF US IN our squad hardly need research to tell us about the joys and benefits of ocean swimming. Several of my Bold and Beautiful friends have stopped taking antidepressants: they call the ocean ‘vitamin sea’. One, who documents the creatures of the teeming bay with gloriously lit photographs, calls the swim her ‘happy pill’. Others use it to survive: several fellow swimmers going through illness, breakups or family traumas, have told me how they have cried into blurry goggles while swimming around the headland, before returning to hot showers and coffee, able to garner strength for another day.

As Wallace J. Nichols, author of Blue Mind, a book about the benefits of being in or near water, says, water ‘meditates you’. A study published in the British Medical Journal in August 2018 posited the theory that swimming in cold, open water could be a treatment for depression, which is again science starting to catch up with what we know — why else would I find myself, a night owl, rising before dawn to jump into black seas if it wasn’t an addictive high? The study was based on the experience of a twenty-four-year-old woman who found that a weekly swim in cold water allowed her to stop her medication. The authors were uncertain why this happened. One suggestion was that the water worked as an anti-inflammatory or treatment for pain; however, the explanation that rang true for me was a theory put forward by co-author Michael Tipton: ‘If you adapt to cold water, you also blunt your stress response to other daily stresses such as road rage, exams or getting fired at work.’

The awe found in daily swims does bring a sense of connection, as does the companionship. We are a strong community, a motley crew bound by a common love. The conversations of our diverse crowd — which includes judges, carpenters, models, priests, doctors, care workers and teachers, and ranges in age from five-year-olds who paddle on boards to veterans in their eighties — are also part of the cheerfully repeated daily ritual. We talk about the beauty of the sunrise, the presence of stinging jellyfish, the creatures we spied on the ocean floor or hidden in the weeds, whether a wetsuit is needed, the weather, the water temperature, the visibility and the swell. And we complain about how long it takes for the local café to make our hot drinks. Then we have the same conversations the following day.

In an era of increasing disconnection, digital-only relationships, and polarisation of political views, it is wonderful to sit among such a varied group of people — with many of whom you only really share one thing — and talk rubbish and riptides. I walk down the stairs at the south end of the beach each day knowing that I will see dozens of beaming faces before I put in a toe in the water, and that each of them knows how lucky they are to have, and to share, this experience. Often we hold bake sales or fundraisers for the local surf club or various charities. When I came back from hospital, members of the swim group would drop meals on my doorstep for months, walk my dog, feed the cat, plant trees in my garden and do all manner of things, unasked.

The importance of daily contact with people — the old-fashioned face-to-face kind — has been well documented by researchers, including American sociologist Robert Putnam, who lamented the decline in America of social organisations such as churches, unions and community groups in his 1995 book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. In recent years, the number of people who say they have very few or no confidants or close friends has rocketed, with worrying implications for our well-being: greater isolation and loneliness have been linked to increased risk of chronic illness and dementia, alcohol abuse, sleep problems, obesity, diabetes, hypertension, poor hearing and depression.

A sense of community can also make us more resilient, not only improving our current state of mind but also protecting our mental health in the future. One of the world’s longest studies of adult life, the Harvard Study of Adult Development, followed subjects for eighty years — beginning in 1938 — and found that social connection and relationships are the single greatest predictor of health and happiness throughout your life. (The headline of a recent piece in the Harvard Gazette describing the findings was ‘Good genes are nice, but joy is better.’) The director of that study, Robert Waldinger, who is a professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School as well as a Zen priest, now ensures he deliberately invests more time in his close relationships than he did previously. Another study, published in the Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry in 2017, concluded that the resources conferred by social connectedness can act as a ‘social cure’ for psychological ill-health.

Why then don’t we all do more to foster a sense of community? It’s hard when you’re shy, or blue, or sick, or struggling — my own instinct is often to close the shutters and be quiet and solitary, too. But that instinct is not always the healthiest one. In order to endure, to survive trauma or even just to stay afloat when life threatens to suck us under, we need to know we are not alone.

It’s not just relationships with friends and family that count: connections with people who live on the same streets, work in the same offices or ride the same trains as us also
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