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Introduction


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


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




A note on safety


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




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


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


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


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


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


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


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







MIND


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


 


 


 


 


Feel alive


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


 


 


 


 


GET A NATURAL HIGH


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


 


 


 


 


Practise mindfulness


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