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‘The Beauty of Cold is a love letter to wild water and the fierce tenderness it awakens in us. Gilly doesn’t just write about swimming – she writes about belonging to the body, the elements and the present moment. Brave, playful and full of heart, this book reminds us that in the cold, we find our true aliveness.’


Easkey Britton, big wave surfer and author of Saltwater in the Blood


‘This is a beautifully written companion for anyone wishing to become truly connected to the magic of cold-water immersion. But it is so much more than that. I know Gilly well and this book lets you into her world – and that too is so, so beautiful. Highly recommend for anyone who loves a real journey into nature as her vignettes will take you there.’


Mike Geldard OBE, retired Royal Marines officer and former head of Commando Training in the UK


‘Love is the beginning of the journey, it is the end, and it is the journey itself. I have met many people in my lifetime but not many people that embody this in the way that Gilly McArthur does. The interesting thing about Gilly, she is all warmth yet her superhuman power is cold. I followed her into the water and what I learned has stayed with me year after year. I know it will for you as well.’


Rachel Roy, fashion designer, humanitarian and entrepreneur


‘Gilly’s conversational tone and warmth shine through. I felt I had a trusted friend alongside to remind me why I love cold water and to coax me back in. And I realized I really had missed it! Thanks Gilly, this is the perfect companion – whether you end up taking the plunge or not. A beautiful ode to our connection with the natural world, each other and why this matters more than ever.’


Nemone Metaxas, psychotherapist, broadcaster and DJ


‘ The Beauty of Cold is a stunning invitation to return to ourselves through the elemental power of cold. Gilly McArthur’s personal stories and hard-won wisdom shine throughout, reminding us that there is quiet joy and deep strength in facing who we truly are. This is more than a book – it’s a ritual, a reconnection and a beautifully told plunge into presence.’


Ella Foote, Editor of Outdoor Swimmer magazine and swim guide


‘Whether she’s armed with an axe from Aldi’s mystery aisle, volunteering her curls as a taxi for a soggy bumblebee, listening to a lone robin’s song or observing gentle cracks in winter ice, Gilly’s deep connection to nature and warm self-deprecating humour are perfect for a journey of self-discovery and growth. Gilly’s wise take on life and gratitude for the simple pleasures have motivated me to spend more time outside, leaving tech behind, and finding an inner peace and happiness in the wild.


I will never forget the overwhelming sense of stillness and deep connection to nature that came over me as Gilly gently encouraged me into the chilly waters of Windemere on a crisp sunny autumn morning. My mind was totally lost in the beauty and power of that special moment.’


Helen Fospero, broadcaster


‘McArthur delivers a gorgeous journey through the experience of cold-water swimming that lifts the reader’s spirits and energizes the imagination. The Beauty of the Cold is an illustrated poem that reminds us of the times when we have felt most alive. Part of McArthur’s genius lies in the way she awakens in us the urge to play together outdoors. Each turn of the page returns us to a childlike curiosity – before we became too comfortable, too certain, too cautious and too disconnected. Hers is the kind of memoir we wish we could make for ourselves. She offers an antidote to the ills of our modern, industrialized world, showing us that our bodies are meant to be challenged and our brains are built to find harmony in small hardships.’


Thomas P. Seager, PhD, Associate Professor, School of Sustainable Engineering, Arizona State University; CEO, Morozko Forge
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Disclaimer



As with anything new and unfamiliar, it’s important to approach cold-water practices with caution – wild swimming, cold-water dips and plunges are inherently risky.


You must consult with your healthcare professional before taking up any practices in this book.


While a little cold water may be beneficial, for some people too much and too cold can be problematic. Finding the balance is key.


Underlying hypertension, not regulated with medication, can cause issues in the cold, as can other underlying health conditions and medications. Cold water can be fatal.


Every mind and body is unique, and a cold shower is very different from a long, cold sea swim. When discussing your plans about your cold adventures, be specific with your healthcare professional.


Be mindful of potential dangers like the cold shock response, changing currents and hidden hazards. Swim with others, slowly acclimatize to cold water, and start at temperatures above 15°C (59°F) and only for two or three minutes. Keep a close watch on the changing environment and be fully prepared for emergencies.


So, all checked out, this book is about finding joy, connection and community in your own unique way, and finding what resonates in these pages so you can build your own water stories within this immersive practice.


The author and publisher are not liable for any injuries, accidents or damages resulting from following any information in this book.
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Prologue
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There’s a light, northerly breeze whispering over the loch. This breath of air blowing up the valley is a cold and urgent one. It’s just above zero and the ice might be thick today. Last night’s stars are tiny specs in the dawn sky, and the sun is about to appear over the mountains.


I kick off my snow boots and roll my woolly socks inside. I slip out of my layers, folding them in a cosy, neat pile under my jacket. My swimsuit is already on, and I take up my axe. This one is from the ‘mystery aisle’ in Aldi – the lump hammer stayed at home today.


Underfoot, the snow feels soft and wet, and the bare skin of my soles forms defined imprints of my feet. It’s the sort of snow that’s great for snowmen; dense, but dry enough to make good snowballs. It’s deep, but in some places, I can see clusters of heather and small pockets of damp peat and bog peeping through. Treading on proud volcanic rocks is my safe route to avoid cold, muddy feet. Ironic, perhaps, given what I’m about to do.


The Channel


Now, to start the process. Chipping away a wee ice channel is the trickiest part; cutting it wide enough to swim in, without getting too cold before the main event, can be challenging. Perhaps I need to wear a wetsuit for this part – really, it would be more effective – or bring my paddleboard up here and lay that on the ice while I chip away. But I never do. I always dream up better ways after it’s made. But this simplicity and stripped-back process suits me just fine.


Chipping away at the ice keeps me warm, but I’m always aware of that ticking clock of heat bleeding away into the cold. The sun is out now, and I turn to face it. The rays feel bright on my eyelids, and I’m warmed by its presence. This is heaven.


My mind is calm and my senses are heightened. Am I getting too cold? The winter wind, now from the north-west, meets my ears, brushing my face and arms, stealing the heat and moisture from my skin. I feel a drip form on the end of my nose and sniff it back in again.


A buzzard on a peak behind me, wondering what this woman is doing way up here in her space, calls ‘Hello’. ‘Hello, you,’ I call back. I tune back into my heartbeat, breathe down into my abdomen. The wind fills my whole head with freshness. My skin tingles, and I welcome this familiar sensation. It starts small, in the base of my spine, creeps gently up my back to the top of my head, and I feel a wave of calm. I breathe deeply, settling my mind, taking that first step. I pick up my axe, and my toes lift from their snowy bed towards the ice-capped lake.


Cracking with a sound like small twigs snapping, the ice on the shoreline is wafer-thin and slippery in places. Carefully placing a foot between icy shards and slick, cold rock, I feel the first touch of water. Now I’m connected to this loch. I push away the ice I have cut as I wade in. The ice is razor sharp on my cold skin, so I’m careful not to let it touch me.


Familiar sounds meet my ears – dull clinks like glass, air pockets forming under the ice as I move through the water. My body disrupts the water’s surface and is now sending air under the thick ice. Bubbles radiate out. It’s slightly soft underfoot as I wriggle my toes on the loch’s loamy floor. I adjust my hammer, take a breath and continue. The channel is nearly complete. That’ll do, Gilly. Nice job.


The icy water is now at my waist. I turn to the shore, lifting more ice out of my path. I’m aware now of its weight yet amazed too that its hefty mass floats so easily. It’s sharp, about five centimetres thick and full of bubbles, making it nearly transparent.


Returning to the shore, I throw the hammer to the ground; it lands with a thud, and I turn back to the water. This view is a beauty. All ripples and textures and sounds of ice tinkling if I tune in keenly enough. I take a gentle breath in, and out, and then… let go.


The Swim


Breathing out gently to break from my conscious reaction to the cold, I push against my instinct to breathe in. I focus on my hands, specifically the tips of my fingers moving through this inky water. I push the sharp ice from my path and, crucially, my neck as I swim toward the end of the channel I have formed. Today this water feels clean, smooth and silky. From my hundreds of swims like this I know it can often feel dense, prickly and heavy, but not today.


And just like that, I’m swimming, surrendering; the edges of myself and the water merge. I’m at one with the water. I’m in this moment only, as life falls away.


With intentional strokes, my whole body is moving, floating, over the loch. Now, with my breathing relaxed and widening my view, I look up at the places I climb in summer and to the edges of the channel where the solid ice meets the fluidity of water. I calm my mind further with one more exhale. There is no judgement here – judgement leads to creeping fear. It’s little more than a gentle awareness of my surroundings. Just sensations. Is this even cold? I’m aware I’m smiling a broad smile though, so I know this is wonderful, effortless and deeply grounding. I’m meant to be here. The buzzard agrees. In these conditions, I’m always learning. These cold-water experiences are about neither destination nor goal. I’m not here to measure times or temperatures. For now, this feels perfect.


A few more strokes, and I’m really in my body and know it so well. Here comes the effect of the cold as my limbs feel a touch heavier. It begins under my biceps, then my toes start to feel a twinge right at the tips.


The water is not deep; I can stand up at any point, but always make sure I have plenty of time to get out if i need to. The shore is nearing, but I linger a moment longer, wanting to etch this feeling into my memory – an imprint of pure nowness. Finally, breaking the surface, I feel the warmth of the morning sun on my skin and the rush of exhilaration, and the ice clinks, sparkles and tinkles along in celebration.


I get dressed, under the watchful eye of a wee robin, who hops onto a small shard of ice left in my wake. She surfs the ripples and sings her little heart out right next to me.


My day is just beginning, and I know it’s going to be a good one.










Introduction



‘You may not control all the events that happen to you. But you can decide not to be reduced by them.’


Maya Angelou,
writer, poet and civil rights activist




[image: A stream flows through a rocky landscape, surrounded by ferns and dense foliage. Large, moss‑covered rocks sit along the water’s edge, and gentle ripples move across the surface of the stream.]





This book is about harnessing the magic of cold water as a portal to a deeper connection to yourself, your communities and the world itself.


When we turn towards discovering beauty in cold water and nature, a journey of connection and self-discovery unfolds. Our mind and spirit reignite with possibility. If you are willing to peek over the edges of your own walls, there’s an epic journey out there – it will become a friend you can visit, always leaving you happier, lighter and eased. Some of this doesn’t even involve getting wet or cold at all.


Our busy lives


When did our precious lives get so busy?


From first thing in the morning till last thing at night, we are busy. Rushing and fussing, wheeling and dealing, pushed and pulled. We have glorified ‘busy’ and wear it like it’s a badge of honour. Everywhere we go, we carry pocket-sized supercomputers, vying for our attention and stealing our presence and dopamine from the bird in the tree with a twig in its beak.


It feels like life is designed to strip us of our nowness and present-moment experiences. Social media and advertising are designed to make us feel less than we are; ‘If I get to this place, then I’ll be happy.’ We have been conditioned to accept limitations and to be dissatisfied – to have our wings clipped to stop us reaching our full potential.


It didn’t used to be this way.


We used to have heartfelt connections with strangers, and we had pockets of time for friends. We used the water for well-being and swam solely outdoors. If we were poorly, we would head to a spa town or take to the beach. Nature was intertwined within our lives – not separate to us, and ‘out there’. Around 2,500 years ago, Hippocrates, the Father of Medicine and a healer in the Ancient Greek world, talked about the therapeutic value of cold water for well-being. It was believed cold water and nature could balance our minds and heal our souls. Fast forward to the Stoic philosophers, like Seneca, who viewed our resistance to the cold as a weakness. He believed confronting the cold could foster strength and resilience. From my own experiences, I believe this to be true.


After I broke my back and ribs in a rock climbing accident in the red sandstone desert of Utah, every quark in my body was shouting not to return to the sport, so no one was more surprised than me that after a month of daily ice swims my fear of falling evaporated. The cold had rewired my resilience. I digress, but you get the idea.


In the past we would get fresh air by the sea, take time for walks in nature, and we were more synchronized with the turns of the seasons, the harvests, the festivals, the moon phases and the tide systems. These days we have mostly forgotten that we are human ‘beings’ not human ‘doings’. This is where the cold comes in, to hit the ‘human experience reset button’.


The cold allows us to step out of ‘clock’ time and find a small slice of presence. In a shower, a cold tub or a natural body of water, the cold can unspool us. The focused sensations of the cold water on our skin anchor us in our breath, and specifically our long quiet exhale. Try a longer sighing exhale right now. Feels good, right?


In the cold we can dissolve our edges and soothe our minds. In our bodies, the cascading chemical waterfall of norepinephrine, endorphins and dopamine can leave us with a new orientation for many hours and sometimes days. Modern science is now backing this up with research taking place across the globe into cold-water practices for health and well-being. Hippocrates and his beard were right.


Stepping into the cold – in whatever form that works for us – can form a moment in which we can reconnect with the heartbeat of our life to think and feel differently.


When (and how) to start?


It’s easy to put things off for another day, and for many, getting started in the cold is hard. What I’ve discovered, through climbing and cold water, is that by avoiding a certain level of deliberate discomfort, I am telling myself that I can’t handle uncomfortableness, but by nudging that dial slowly, my horizons have expanded. It all starts with a tiny (possibly damp) step. Over time you will realize you are far more capable than you once thought, and that becomes liberating..


So perhaps ‘one day’ is this day, and perhaps, just perhaps, this one day might be the day to start your journey into nature connection and the cold. It’s really that simple.




[image: A large wave crashes against the ocean surface, sending up a spray of water. The ocean stretches to the horizon, with a few clouds scattered across the sky above.]





What will your cold-water journey look like?


Everyone’s starting point is different and believe me, as a coach supporting people from every background in their first step towards cold water in nature, I’ve seen them all. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to finding the cold, no matter what you read on social media or hear in podcasts – everyone has a magical, different starting point. For you, it might be to get a clean flannel from the cupboard, soak it in some cold water, and place it on your face. It might be to turn the shower down ever so slightly and experience the sensations of water running down your bare skin. It might be to kick off your shoes in the park, to close your eyes and feel cool grass on your feet. If you’ve grown up with more affinity to the outdoors, your entry to the cold might be to stand by the water’s edge and literally dip your toe in. In all of this, it is about ‘you doing you’ and finding your own rhythm with intention for this new way of being. Intention is key.


So how about surrendering to the things you can’t affect, ditching the devices for a minute and just starting?


Be curious – this journey may well be life changing.


I’ll even hold your hand across these pages.




[image: A person is positioned at the edge of a body of water, with their upper body above the surface. They have a muscular build and are shirtless.]
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