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      Rachel Jones is a keen wild swimmer, a Mental Health Swims host, helps to run Hampshire Open Water Swimmers and is a member of the Friends of the Itchen Estuary and Stop the Sewage Southsea. She swims every day, enjoying the connection to nature as well as the cold water. When Rachel isn’t swimming, she is a SEND teacher and a busy parent. She is also a keen photographer and credits swimming with helping to keep her sane and happy. She has completed the 365 Challenge, swimming outdoors every day of the year to raise money for charity. Rachel has written two innovative books on pedagogy; Toes in the Water is her first book outside that field. @rlj1981
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      When you are stomping up the river, along a path where the puddles have frozen and even the spiders’ webs look like glittery Christmas decorations, there is a small voice in the back of your head, seriously questioning your life choices. Other people are probably still in bed, all cosy, or drinking coffee in a civilised fashion, not getting themselves covered in mud, skidding across puddles and stripping down to a cossie before chucking themselves into the water in the name of fun.

      I am not sure what pushed me towards swimming in rivers. I had been suffering for a long time with an autoimmune disease which had really robbed me of a decent quality of life. I felt a deep yearning for something to help me feel well, but I didn’t know what. I still feel so grateful that I found wild swimming and everything that comes with it. My life is now rich with the benefit of mini-adventures. I have found the most wonderful and supportive community that I have ever come across. We have howled with laughter together, and also cried together – the healing powers of the water seeming like the most perfect way to live through our feelings and also honour them by giving ourselves space to really feel them, in a world where quick fixes are much more popular. The friends I have made will, I am sure, be lifelong. Nothing binds you together like trying to get dressed in a gale or chasing your one remaining water shoe down a river in a fast-flowing current. I have seen the absolute best of people, and what we can do when we come together to achieve good things.

      Wild swimming has also blessed me with the privilege of seeing the seasons change in the most intimate way. I felt the change in the air this year as summer shifted into autumn. I have grown to love seeing the swell of the seasons, and the environment around where we swim. I feel fiercely protective of these beautiful places – and have for the first time as an adult become involved in conservation work. The natural world has inspired me, and I promise you that seeing bats swoop down to feed at dusk, or a kingfisher zoom across the water, feels like a literal piece of magic that very few are able to see. It has been life-changing for me to be able to be a part of this world – not only does it place my own human trials into perspective, but I feel like I can now really see the beauty which is around me, a cathedral built from trees and clouds, and there is nothing more beautiful.

      While my physical health has improved from swimming, the most pronounced benefit has been the improvement to my mental health. I have struggled with depression and anxiety my entire life, and now, for the first time, I have breaks where I do not feel like that any more. I am able to do more, and be more, and I feel that my inelegant dunking (I am a clumsy so-and-so!) is the root of this positive change.

      All these things, all this positive change in my life, I would wish for you too. On my way to becoming an avid wild swimmer, I have done a lot of learning and being inspired by other swimmers – folks who I have slurped back hot chocolate with, and folks I have never met but whose work has fed my passion via social media. This book is a compendium of works by wonderful swimmers who contribute to our community and help us keep the joy of swimming alive. There are three main themes in this book, around community, the environment and mental health: all the things that have really struck a chord with me over my swimming lifespan. I invite you to slip into their beautiful and inspiring stories, just like you would slip into a cool river. Relish every second of the journey, and take the time to celebrate what resonates with you. We are all so lucky to have found wild swimming – I am grateful for it and for all of you every day.
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      I hardly slept, my body jerking awake roughly once an hour, worrying I would sleep through the multiple alarms I had set. My kit, all laid out the night before, was scooped up as I crept quietly through the house so I didn’t wake the family, or the dog! I filled my flask with hot coffee and did a final check that I had everything. The car was covered in a thick frost, which I tried to quietly scrape away in the dark so as not to wake the neighbours. I picked up friends as we went, and as I drove down towards Portobello Beach in Edinburgh I could see the sky beginning to lighten just a touch and the butterflies in my tummy began to flutter in earnest.

      We arrived at the shore and already around fifty women were huddled in small groups, quietly chatting and laughing. As we stood there, more and more arrived, a steady flow of dryrobes, IKEA bags, bobble hats and huge smiles. It was International Women’s Day 2022 and over 700 souls joined us there on that beach.

      In 2019 we organised a swim gathering on International Women’s Day, a sunrise swim to fit in with everyone’s work schedules; we met new friends and old and swam in a glorious happy pod of around forty people. In 2020 we decided it was such fun, why not make it a bit bigger and use the moment to raise money for women’s charities, in particular our local Women’s Aid? We spoke to groups across the UK and beyond who joined us that day, and between us we raised thousands upon thousands. Then, the following week, lockdown struck. That was the last big swim for all of us. The hugs, shared drinks and snacks were suddenly outlawed; even swimming was officially not allowed on our local beaches. Just like that, our community seemed to vanish.

      Except it didn’t. During lockdown, the outdoor-swimming community grew and grew across the UK and, while not in large groups, it was like a slow gathering of momentum. So 2022 came around and that moment, standing on the shore watching these 700 people arrive to swim together, was the most incredible feeling of a reunion of sorts, a huge swimming tribe finally in the water at the same time.

      We stood in silence and remembered those who had lost their lives to violence, those in the Ukraine and those we had lost, with hands clasped, arms comforting, eyes closed.

      Then the Zumba warm-up began – and the squeals as the first swimmers dipped their toes in the extremely cold North Sea. I waded into the water with tears filling my eyes as I looked around at this mass of amazing people, this tribe of swimmers. Some faces I knew and hugged tight after a long time, some I recognised from the beach, some I had never seen before. All were smiling, bobbing about, jumping, and utterly filled with joy on every level.

      The sun finally popped up from the horizon in a huge fiery ball, and the already-pink sky flooded us with a golden light and created a beautiful red-hued pathway in the water. The swimmers cheered at the sun, and this moment, this incredible moment of solidarity in the water, was something I shall never ever forget: swimming in a freezing cold soup of swimmers, surrounded by golden light and laughter.

      All day long, I was sent photographs and messages from others who had been a part of it; the notifications when donations were sent pinged incessantly on my phone – we raised over £9,000 in total that day, spread across three local women’s charities.

      Since moving to Edinburgh from London in 2016 and building a new life for my family here, I had found it harder than ever to make new friends – being freelance and working from home, with my kids at the older end of primary school, there just wasn’t chance. I felt so lost for a long time and, while I had my family nearby and a small handful of friends, I didn’t feel part of a community. I started swimming regularly with my cousin and eventually joined a local swim group online, but still felt too nervous to actually go and swim with anyone. But when someone posted about swimming at the tiny beach five minutes from my home, I decided to pluck up the courage and go along. A handful of us met on the shore, a little uncertain as we had never seen anyone swim there before. We had a lovely first swim and started swimming together regularly from then, and more people joined us and the group grew until January 2020, when there were around forty people who were in the Facebook group and between five and fifteen who came regularly to the beach for a swim. It was a safe little community; all ages and walks of life came together to swim, encourage one another and often chat with a hot drink, a cake and a fire afterwards.

      Covid blew all that up. Our little community dispersed – we weren’t allowed to swim, let alone meet on the beach. But a funny thing happened: the requests to join the group started to flow in and once the beaches were fair game again, they seemed to be packed with swimmers. It seemed many pool swimmers were missing their regular swims and wanted to keep up their training, and the fine summer weather helped. Most parks, beaches and outdoor beauty spots were packed with people. I thought numbers would fall off once the temperatures dipped, except they didn’t – they grew more. On my daily morning walks on the shore with the dog, I was seeing small groups swimming every single day; they were there at other times of the day too. Our group grew from 40 to 2,500, and this seems to be the case in swimming groups throughout the UK. People were finding outdoor swimming and then – after realising the joy, adventure and community – they stayed. Many people cancelled their gym memberships for good, preferring the sea to the pool; others started run/swim groups, mental health groups, men’s groups, long-distance training groups, swimming lessons, mothers’ groups … and it just continues to grow.

      So what is it about the water that brings us together? What is it that binds us swimmers and creates these bonds? When Vicky Allan and I were writing our wild-swimming books, our focus was on the people, why they swam and what they loved about it; and one of the things that we kept coming back to was community: people love being part of something, they love bringing new swimmers into the fold, sharing their joy and their love of the water with others. Swimming is a leveller; when you strip down to your swimsuit and enter freezing cold water, it doesn’t matter a jot what job you have, where you live, how old you are, what you look like … all of that is stripped away and everyone is just the same: cold and exhilarated. You can’t really focus on much else, especially swimming through the winter, when you must focus on staying safe and not getting too cold and know when to come out. This is something I hear time and time again from swimmers we have interviewed for our books, or people we chat with on the shores of any swim spot. It can give you a closeness with others that is hard to come by in other ways, sharing a cold swim, experiencing the freezing pain of that first immersion and then the joy that follows, splashing in the waves, whooshing down a river, standing under a waterfall – all visceral experiences that are hard to explain to anyone who wasn’t there doing it too.

      We must look out for one another: it is a risky business at times and keeping an eye out for other swimmers is something that we all do. Helping someone out who has maybe stayed in too long with an extra layer or a hug; holding the hand of a first-timer; advising on kit to someone with freezing toes admiring your neoprene booties; sharing a drink with someone struggling to warm up; organising swims for beginners so they are aware of the tides, cold, dangers and so on.

      Outdoor swimmers are a friendly bunch. We have travelled all over the UK and Ireland meeting swimmers for our books, and without fail have been met with immediate warmth and friendship. We have been struck by how many groups have also organised fundraisers for charities that meant a lot to them, with people doing swim challenges like swimming every day in February, or organising large group swims with donation buckets, mass skinny dips, yoga and swim, full-moon swims, fancy-dress swims. You name it, someone is doing it and raising money for charities at the same time. We can be a force for big change as a swimming community.

      Post-lockdown, there has been a huge surge in mental health swimming groups, notably the Mental Health Swims community, who have swim leaders on practically every beach and lake across the UK now taking new swimmers and experienced swimmers alike into the water and providing a safe place for them to talk about their mental health. So many of us find that swimming provides a relief from stress, anxiety and depression, and the science really appears to back this up, so it is no surprise to me that these groups continue to grow and thrive and are providing such a safe space for many people at a time when mental health services are at breaking point. Notably in our local area, there is a fabulous new men’s swim group which is a growing community of men who meet to talk about their mental health and swim together; it has become a real lifeline to so many. There is also a lovely group for new mums who leave their children in a nearby creche and all come to the beach for a mindfulness session, a group chat and a swim led by a wonderful local charity. These groups are springing up constantly and I am beyond delighted every time I hear about them. Our community is plugging a gap that the mental health services are unable to cope with and is providing vital resources.

      Our community is also facing down the government, petitioning for cleaner water, taking action to clean our beaches and investigate microplastics in our waters. When you are swimming in the water, you become aware of what could be in it and how this just isn’t okay. We are pressuring our local MPs and MSPs to prevent water companies from expelling sewage into our rivers and seas; swim groups across the UK are campaigning relentlessly and this has been picked up on the national news. Hopefully by keeping this pressure up, we can make change happen. Swimmers are often custodians of their swim spots, picking up litter others have left or that has been washed up by the sea. Many swimmers take part in mass litter-picking days organised by groups such as Surfers Against Sewage or the Marine Conservation Society, who also analyse the litter collected and use that data to put pressure on the government, which can in turn lead to the banning of single-use plastic items and collecting data about where the pollution is coming from. But also, many just pick up litter every time they visit the beach or river. There are also groups collecting samples of water in all sorts of swim spots and sending it off to be analysed for microplastics, and those collecting nurdles. Swimmers are at the forefront of so much of this pressure to clean up our waters, and our voices are starting to be heard.

      For me, and for so many others, finding people to swim with in my local area has opened up a whole new world of community. New friends to bond with, causes to fight, a sense of belonging and purpose, a joy and love of our water bonded over wave-jumping, cake-sharing and advice-swapping. Swimming in a sea of 700 amazing, unique, like-minded people as we watched that red sun appear over the horizon, knowing we were all there to do something good together, was something I will never forget, and I doubt anyone there will either. This outdoor-swimming community is utterly fabulous – we are a force for good, for change, we are welcoming and friendly, we don’t judge and we provide a safe space for many. We are connected through the water.
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      I’ve always been drawn to water. Even from a young age, you’d find me playing down the beck or skiving on a Tuesday to go fishing with Grandad Harry. There’s just something about it, a magnetic pull, that draws me in. I never understood any greater meaning to it as a child; I just loved it. Pure, unfiltered joy. As I’ve grown older and my love for immersing myself in cold climes has continued, greater meaning has become apparent. It’s not just a vat of liquid, a playground. It’s a healer, a friend, a connection, a force greater than anything else that unites us all.

      I try to get in the water most days for a moment of reflection. No matter what’s going on in the world or how much of a rubbish day it may have been, when you take those first steps into the water, or dive in my case, everything else escapes your mind. In that moment, the world goes quiet, all noise – both inwardly and outwardly – is silenced, and nothing else matters. I find the experience of cold water unlike anything else. When I’m fully immersed in the icy raptures, it’s just me and nature. Whether it’s the mental reset you get from a solo dip or that special shared moment with like-minded individuals, the benefits are invaluable.

      Until recently, I always swam alone or in small groups in local rivers. I am incredibly lucky to have such beautiful swim spots on my doorstep. The rivers Twiss and Doe in my village, Ingleton, are my regular haunts, accompanied by regular forays to the Lake District. From high tarns to Scottish shores, I try to swim wherever I go. I am never without my trunks just in case – well, sometimes, but we won’t go into that! The UK is home to some of the most incredible swim spots and I feel honoured to have dipped my toes into some real gems. My swimventures really have come full circle since my days of playing down the river as a child. The kids of the village, myself included, would always go to the salmon jumps in the summer, a spot that is now a matter of minutes from my doorstep and that still remains one of my favourite places to get my cold-water fix – although it would seem I’m the only one to frequent this spot in the winter, I can’t think why! But it is fantastic.

      When lockdown hit in 2020, my wild-swimming adventures came to a standstill along with the rest of the world. Although I was incredibly fortunate that I have a beautiful spot for swimming only yards from my front door, venturing further afield was not meant to be, so I racked my brains as to how I could make the best out of the situation and get that much-needed cold-water fix.

      Now, I’ll let you into a little secret. We all, unbeknown to us, have our very own swimming pool for one outside our homes. Mine is courtesy of Craven District Council. Our wheelie bin. Fill that bad boy up with ice-cold water (or lukewarm if you’re new to the game) and hop in. It’s the ideal solution when you’re unable to get to the river, or if the waters are too high to safely dip. I named mine my ‘isolation station’ and, although it may have looked like insanity to others, it kept me sane during the craziest time of them all.

      
        
        ‘Where’s Dad?’

      
        ‘He’s in the bin!’

        A CASUAL EXCHANGE IN THE HARTNELL HOUSEHOLD C. 2020.

      

      

      

      Binny dipping is now a great part of my swim routine. I often hop in for my morning brew (Yorkshire tea, of course), and it was an absolute lifesaver when I was partaking in the January Daily Dip.

      The January Daily Dip was started by two swim friends, Sonya and Jamima, from Todmorden. They wanted to raise money and awareness for Crisis, a charity fighting to end homelessness in the UK. The event involves venturing into cold water every day in January to face the freeze and, ultimately, help to end homelessness. Jamima, who I met through wild swimming, asked if I would like to join them in their mission, and of course I accepted. I started in 2021, completed my second January Daily Dip in 2022, and I would like to try to do this every January. It is not a heroic sporting challenge but a daily vigil into the cold to remember and raise awareness that far too many people don’t have the privilege of a lovely warm home to return to. This is a huge crisis in the UK, with over 220,000 families and individuals experiencing the worst forms of homelessness.

      After starting out with only three people, there is now a team of over thirty dippers venturing into the icy January waters in nothing but their swimmers and a smile. To date it has raised over £100,000 to help homeless and displaced individuals. I feel honoured to be a part of such a fantastic mission.

      Through wild swimming I have met some of the most incredible, inspiring people and made friends for life. The water brings people from all walks of life together. I’ve found wild swimming to be a true leveller. When you’re in the water, you are united, all on the same playing field. When you’re in the water, particularly if you’re by a waterfall, you have this moment where you truly realise that there is something in the universe greater than us all and that we are all on this crazy ride together.

      Wild swimming has become increasingly popular over the last few years as people discover its incredible benefits. With social media constantly growing and becoming ever more powerful, groups have been popping up in every corner of the globe to connect swimmers and join people through their love for cold water. I might be biased but one of the most welcoming groups out there is the Dales Dippers, based in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales. I met the fabulous gentlemen that are Stuart Gledhill and Les Peebles through sharing our beautiful local swim spots on social media. Without wild swimming, I would never have met them, and now we are inseparable and feel as though we have known each other forever: three peas in a totally bonkers but blooming brilliant pod. We decided to create the Dales Dippers, a Facebook group bringing swim-mad lads and lasses together, just as swimming had joined us. When we first created the page, we thought it would be incredible if we could reach 100 members, and now, a few years down the line, there are over 8,000 dippers in the group! It has allowed like-minded individuals to connect, share some of the Dales’ most beautiful hidden gems and create a community of swim friends who look out for one another both in and out of the water. A typical Dales Dippers meet is finished with a flask of hot chocolate and some delicious home-made cake – what’s not to love, eh?

      I’m always singing the joys of wild swimming, and when talking about it to my girls, particularly in the colder months (which tend to be most of them here in sunny Yorkshire), I’m usually met with a resounding chorus of ‘Dad, you’re bonkers!’ But on one occasion, rather spontaneously (and after a few sherbets at the pub), they decided they would join me the next day on my very early morning swim adventure for the summer solstice.

      We all awoke bleary-eyed at 3 a.m. with an excited buzz, the kind you get when you’re up at silly o’clock to head on holiday. Swimmers on, hot chocolate made in the flask and we were good to go! We hopped in the car and drove towards the breaking dawn and the Lake District. We met a fellow swim sister at Millerground on the edge of Windermere, ready to hit the water at precisely 4.32 a.m. as the sun rose to welcome in the longest day of the year. The water sat still, reflecting the dappled sky like a mirror on its surface, melting into beautiful ripples as we all took the plunge. A sense of hopeful tranquillity enveloped us all and, for a few moments, the world stood still. Staring up at the milky sky, getting brighter each second as the solstice sun crept through the clouds, we could hear nothing but the sounds of nature.

      It’s often a bustling spot, particularly in the summer, so to experience the lake in such a peaceful state was truly incredible. Just us and nature. It was magic. We chatted as a family, taking it all in. As the chaos of life wraps us up so often, it’s rare to get a moment of peace all together, so sharing this moment will forever be one of my most treasured dips.

      To anyone thinking about starting wild swimming, I’d say, just do it. If you’ve ever stood on a riverbank watching people wild swimming and thought, ‘I’d love to do that, but I’m not sure I’m brave enough’ or ‘I don’t know where to start’, all us swim friends started somewhere and have been in your position before. Look for swimming groups in your local area. Check out the Outdoor Swimming Society website. There is a small section about swimming groups based in the UK and there is bound to be one very close to you!

      Never swim alone when you’re starting out. Always go with a friend or an organised group. Water is a force far greater than us all, so safety is key. Have a little browse on social media and you will be able to find a swim guide who can assist you on your journey into cold water. If you’re visiting the Dales, then I would recommend seeking out my fellow Dales Dipper Les Peebles, an experienced swim guide. We always welcome new faces to the Dales Dippers and love nothing more than being a part of the start of someone’s swim experience. And did I mention cake? Us wild swimmers love nothing more than something deliciously indulgent after a dip, and it’s a well-known fact that after an icy-cold dip, cake is calorie-free. Billy bonus!

      Try not to overthink things – the niggling worries of ‘It’s too cold’ or ‘I don’t know if I can’ are all just in your head. It really is a case of mind over matter. Be sure to go carefully and ease yourself in at first whilst you adjust to the temperatures. I always recommend starting out in the warmer months, then working towards the winter freeze. Once you’re in, you’ll be addicted, wanting every swim to be colder than the last. I’m thermometer crazy – I never dip without it now!

      But, most importantly, remember to enjoy yourself. Smile and take it all in. It sounds so clichéd, saying that it’ll change your life. But, trust me, it will.
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