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This book is dedicated to


Shizuko


Rebecca


Tricia


Sally


Kamala


Takako


and the countless others


who have shared adventures with me along the


Dolphin Road


plus


Wendy


who is still trying to keep my feet on the ground


and finally


Susie


at Redcliff Studios in Hessle who transforms my pencil-scribbled hieroglyphics on odd sheets of used paper into immaculate, spell-corrected, word-counted, computerised copy.




Shannon’s Dream






When I was born, I was normal like you


Then fate dealt a terrible hand


A mystery illness entered my brain


Now I can’t talk, I can’t walk, I can’t stand


’Tis said that Dolphins have magical powers


And have helped other children like me


I want to go to the home of the Dolphins


I want my mind and my body set free


There are many tales spanning hundreds of years


Of the wonderful things Dolphins do


Please help me go to the home of the Dolphins


I want to be normal like you.


[Joyce Samuels]
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A Note from the Author


Dear Reader,


This book is presented from a personal viewpoint and its contents reflect this. So before you commit yourself to reading the entire book, I feel I should reveal how a study of dolphins and their healing powers became an all-consuming passion for me. I hope, therefore, you will at least dip into chapter 1. It will give you a taste of what’s to come. It will also give you a sense of the extraordinary way events have steered me to where I am now, which, to me at least, seems more unlikely than any tale of fiction I could concoct. I feel I am still at the beginning of a great adventure.


I was born in London. I don’t have a Cockney accent. I am highly qualified. As a result many people assume I come from a comfortable, perhaps middle-class background. But that, as you will discover, is not the case. I have been told by those attending my talks that I have a wry sense of humour. It sometimes comes bubbling up when I’m not expecting it, especially in adverse situations. I believe everybody should enjoy their job. If they don’t they should do something different. That is why, what others refer to as my workshops, I prefer to call Dolphin Playshops. They have a serious purpose, but are spontaneous. They are places of discussion, shared experiences, warmth, vitality and, above all, laughter.


I also have a sense of mission. The realisation of this crystallised for me relatively recently. It happened in 1997 at an Alternatives meeting in St James Church, Piccadilly, in London. I had just finished giving a talk and film show on dolphins when I was approached by a member of the audience. Joyce Samuels handed me a sheet. It was a copy of an exhibit from an art gallery in London. It included a moving photograph of a little girl named Shannon and a poem (see p. ix).


I refused to read out the poem. Instead I asked Joyce to recite it herself.


I could barely speak afterwards because I was moved to tears. For me, Joyce’s poem was a signpost. Immediately I heard it I knew the direction I had to take. It was to harness the love and joy of dolphins to help children.


A few days later I was contacted by Sally Galotti, an Italian artist working for Walt Disney in Milan. To me her mission seemed absolutely clear – to help children, especially those dying from AIDS in Romania. Could her talents as an artist and my knowledge of dolphin therapy be combined? I knew they could; but precisely how was hidden over the horizon.


In this book I hope to show that dolphins can provide a channel through which love can flow – both to us and from us. I want to demonstrate how dolphins have helped many people to recover from both physical and psychological illness and regain their zest and enthusiasm for life. For over two decades I have been exploring the special relationship and communication dolphins have with humans. During this time I discovered that dolphins have healing powers, and investigated this. I have also researched the possibility of artificially recreating the effects of swimming with dolphins in the wild to help those for whom this is not a possibility. Dolphin Healing tells a story – not just my story but those of countless others who have generously shared their experiences with me.


Perhaps Joyce’s poem, or even this book, will point a way ahead for you. If this is so, I hope your journey along your personal Dolphin Road will be as joyful and rewarding as mine.


Sincerely


[image: image]


North Ferriby


January 2000
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Chapter 1


My Story


In social-security speak, I would probably be described as coming from a background of extremely limited financial resources. When I was very young I illegally helped the milkman and delivered newspapers. Later I did a butcher’s delivery round, giving most of my earnings to my mother (my father had decamped – but returned later), to supplement the family budget. I bought old bikes, painted and repaired them, then sold them. I also made wooden toys in a cupboard under the stairs that another boy, Tony Barlow, now a millionaire, sold to local shops. This was to finance my addiction – cycling. My bicycle set me free. At the age of ten I attempted to cycle on my own from Thornton Heath in South London to Brighton on an old bike with no gears. I failed. But I successfully made the 143 km round trip from home to Palace Pier and back in one day when I was 12. My reward was a brief dip in the sea wearing a pair of red woollen swimming trunks my mother had knitted for me. When I emerged from the water the dye from the wool had turned my middle regions a bright red.


Be that as it may, I was a rebellious youngster with an irreverent attitude to authority. I couldn’t wait to get out of John Ruskin Grammar School at 16. It seemed to me at the time that school work had little relevance to life in the real world. I was forbidden to associate with my best friend Ginger because we were reckoned to be a bad influence on one another – which was correct. We continued to meet of course, but secretly. That was before he was expelled – a fate I narrowly missed myself. Ginger was as mad on the air and flying as I was on the sea and swimming. He later piloted jumbo jets for an international airline. The flying highjinks of Ginger in small aircraft, before that, exceeded the exploits of the legendary Biggles. Ginger remained a firm friend throughout my life, and provided a constant reminder of the importance of following your dream.


I cycled through France shortly after I left school and paid for the ferry crossing to France from my wages (£3.25 per week) as a laboratory assistant in the Burroughs Wellcome Research Laboratories in Beckenham, Kent, supplemented with earnings from my sidelines of wedding photography and making glass animals. It was in the laboratories in Kent that I made an amazing discovery. I had always been curious about nature and how things worked. It seemed to me at the time that chemistry had all the answers – well almost. I had learnt at school how you got scum from soap in hard water and how the sugar in sugar-beet was made from carbon dioxide, water and sunlight by the process of photosynthesis. Now I discovered how you could turn a gas called ethylene into a plastic named polythene. More important than that, however, biochemistry explained how the human body functioned. It even offered a chemical mechanism for how signals were transmitted across nerve endings.


In the lab where I worked we were investigating the relationship between the pharmacological activity and the chemical structure of what were called ganglion blocking agents – the forerunners of the now widely prescribed beta blockers.


My bicycle was my sole means of transport. I cycled from home in Thornton Heath to Beckenham each morning. After work I cycled to Battersea Polytechnic in South London to attend evening classes. I got married to Wendy when I was 20. Burroughs Wellcome gave me one day a week off for study. When I was 23 I attained a BSc Honours degree in Chemistry from London University mainly from part-time study.


My next job was with the Atomic Energy Authority where I worked on a wide range of applications of radioactive isotopes. I developed an idea for a PhD thesis and found a supervisor at Oxford University. And it was in the swimming pool at Temple Cowley in Oxford that I learnt to dive as a hobby. This opened up a totally new world for me. I wrote my first book, Camera Underwater, which became the standard work in Britain on underwater photography for over a decade.


I had always loved swimming. As a schoolboy I often cycled to Brighton for the day, or even for an afternoon, just to go for a dip in the sea. When I became a pioneer diver I started to explore the unboundaried oceans.


It was at Oxford that my interest in dolphins really began. In my book The Great Diving Adventure I described how I founded The Oxford Underwater Research Group. One of our aims was to extend the limits to which humans could go under water. Through the process of evolution, dolphins had resolved a lot of the problems we were up against. They didn’t get nitrogen narcosis, they didn’t get the bends and they didn’t suffer from hypothermia. Dolphins could travel at speed and navigate in pitch blackness. I avidly read research papers detailing investigations on how dolphins used their sonar to ‘see’ with sound.


However, it was not until a decade later in 1972, after getting my Ph.D and taking up the position of head of a research laboratory in Hull, that I was to get to know a wild dolphin. His name was Donald and I met him during a family holiday to the Isle of Man.


Normally dolphins swim in groups, called pods or schools, in which there is a lot of social interaction. Fishing is often a communal, co-operative activity. Much of their time is spent playing together, even in old age. When they are in the mood, dolphins will include humans in their games. If a boat is nearby they will divert and create a new game, riding the pressure wave on the bow, to the delight of everyone on board who happens to spot them. However, although it hurts our egos to think otherwise, we humans are mostly only of passing interest to dolphins. When bunched together they definitely have their own agenda. Those of us who have spent time with dolphins realise this. That is why we feel privileged when dolphins join us. Even watching dolphins at play from the shore becomes a memorable event. People often come up to me and tell of their personal magic moment. Sometimes they cannot recall the year, or even the place, but the memory of seeing the dolphins is still bright when other memories have faded.


Donald was what we now call an ‘Ambassador Dolphin’. That is a dolphin who forsakes the company of his or her fellow dolphins to associate closely with humans. Being an Ambassador Dolphin makes Donald very special.


When I met Donald I was intrigued by the way he looked at me. I was instantly aware that there was something going on inside his head that I didn’t know about. I knew he had a brain as big as mine. Furthermore, according to evolutionary theory, dolphins have had their big brains for 30 million years longer than humans. Admittedly a dolphin’s brain is a slightly different shape, but the cerebral cortex, the highly convoluted part on the top which we associate with higher mental processes, such as appreciation of music, is more highly evolved in dolphins than it is in humans. You don’t carry a big brain around in your head for 30 million years and not do anything with it, I argued. If you did, over that period of time it would have atrophied. So just what was Donald doing with that large brain of his?


Then, as if to give me a clue, one day in 1974, Donald did something totally unexpected. He picked up my 13-year-old son Ashley and gave him a ride around the harbour at Port St Mary.


Here was me, a medical researcher, with over 30 scientific papers published, watching something that could have happened 2000 years ago. A boy on a dolphin. If ever there was a sign from on high, that was it.


I desperately wanted to spend more time exploring the mind of the dolphin. But I was in a well-paid job in the pharmaceutical industry, with all that that entails. It certainly did not include gallivanting around the world probing into the psyche of dolphins.


Then, one memorable day a few weeks later, I was called in by the Medical Director who told me I was to be made redundant. Now that comes as a shock no matter what your job is. Fortunately one of the lessons I had learnt over the years was that when one door shuts, another three open. I had therefore come to look upon setbacks, especially major ones, as opportunities in disguise. Now was the time to put this philosophy to the test. I gave up the security of full-time employment, my wife volunteered to go back to work, and I set off on a trail to find out just what it was that made dolphins so special. It was the beginning of an adventure that I have never regretted for one second.


In 1978 I set up International Dolphin Watch (IDW). It is still flourishing as a non-profit organisation dedicated to the care and understanding of dolphins – especially their relationship with humans.


One of the people I observed to be profoundly affected by Donald the dolphin was Geoff Bold, a mechanic at Penlee Lifeboat Station in Cornwall. Geoff was close to a nervous breakdown and the dolphin lifted his blues. His full story is told in my book Follow a Wild Dolphin. I also made a film about Donald for Yorkshire Television, Ride a Wild Dolphin, which was directed by Barry Cockcroft (see page 184).


At the end of the film I commented that dolphins have an aura, or give out an emanation, that makes people joyful. At that time I couldn’t explain it, but I was convinced dolphins could change a person’s state of mind. Just as I was starting to formulate ideas on how to investigate this, Donald disappeared without trace. At the time records of lone dolphins that interact with humans in the sea were extremely rare. I could find no accounts between AD 109 and 1955. Thus, statistically, the chance of finding more than one of these special dolphins in my lifetime appeared microscopic.


Even so I set off on a quest to find another friendly dolphin and explore the undersea world. It was a mission that was not without its more exciting moments. These included being attacked by bandits whilst sailing on an Arab dhow in the Persian Gulf, and becoming shipwrecked in the Philippines.


My search took me far and wide. I had some brief encounters with a dolphin named Dobbie in the Red Sea in 1980 and recounted these experiences in Save the Dolphins. Sadly Dobbie was killed shortly afterwards by a shot from a rifle. Then in 1982 I made contact with a dolphin called Percy in Cornwall. Percy’s interactions with a woman called Tricia Kirkman were to affect me profoundly.


Tricia, who was shortly to become a grandmother, had a history of emotional problems. She couldn’t swim and had never even been in a swimming pool. Yet she plucked up courage to put on a wetsuit and go into the sea half a mile off the coast of Cornwall to swim with a dolphin. Shortly before she had her first encounter, the dolphin, who weighed over 200 kilograms, jumped back and forth over my head as I bobbed in the water.


This display of acrobatics was awesome for me. Not surprisingly for Tricia it was not conducive to self-confidence. When she slid slowly into the water she was absolutely terrified. What happened next was one of those moments of dolphin magic that has stayed with me ever since.


Tricia floated nervously in the sea, buoyed up by her wetsuit. Percy hovered quietly under her and allowed Tricia to place her hands on his back. Then, very gently and slowly, he towed her in a circle around the boat. When we hauled her back onboard Tricia sat on the rubber wall of the inflatable boat with her legs dangling in the water. As she did so the dolphin reared his head out of the sea and rested it momentarily on Tricia’s lap. She bent down and kissed the glistening domed head, whereupon the dolphin withdrew and went quietly about his business elsewhere.


It was obviously an intensely moving experience for Tricia. Afterwards, when I asked her about her feelings, tears poured down Tricia’s face. She said she could give the dolphin nothing, yet she felt that Percy gave her love. Unconditional love. I later discovered that Tricia was immensely sensitive and had had a very turbulent emotional life including being raped. For the first time in her life she had been loved and nothing was expected in return.


When the film I helped to make about Percy was shown on television, the BBC was inundated with mail. Many of the letters were from viewers who suffered from depression. They reported that the programme, Eye of a Dolphin, had lifted their spirits.


The following year Tricia and I went to Wales to make a film for HTV about a solitary young dolphin, Simo, off Solva in Pembrokeshire. Whilst there I was approached by the daughter of a man suffering from chronic depression. She asked if I would take her father to see the dolphin. She explained how her dad, Bill Bowell, had become depressed following a heart attack and the wrongful accusation that he had stolen from the restaurant he managed. So we took Bill out to see Simo the dolphin (for more, see my book Dance to a Dolphin’s Song).


When Bill got into the water something uncanny happened to him. His melancholia vanished. When Tricia commented that Bill had ‘blossomed like a sunflower’ the seeds for a new International Dolphin Watch research project, Operation Sunflower, were sown. Its aim was to see if dolphins could help those suffering from clinical depression.


Seeing what happened to Bill, I was convinced that dolphins also had something to offer humanity. Just what it was I couldn’t say. But I knew, deep down, that I had stumbled, apparently by accident, on a mysterious yet powerful force that could transform human lives – especially those of the chronically depressed.
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Chapter 2


Dolphin Dreamtime


In 1986 a solitary, friendly dolphin, Fungie, was frolicking with those who cared to join him in the sea off the fishing port of Dingle in County Kerry in Ireland. I had decided to use this location for the launch of Operation Sunflower, to test my theory that dolphins could help the clinically depressed. Bill Bowell was one of the people involved in the investigation. The others I chose were Jemima Biggs, whose depression presented as anorexia nervosa, and Neal Jackson who suffered from paranoia.


The television film I made for TVS about my experiments was called The Dolphin’s Touch (see page 183). It showed how Fungie responded to the three depressives when they swam with him. More importantly, it showed how they responded to their encounters with the dolphin. I fully accepted that my study in Dingle did not fulfil the criteria for a proper clinical trial. (After receiving my PhD in 1968 and being elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Medicine, a rare honour for a non-medic, I became involved in clinical trials and became acutely aware of the enormous amount of evidence in the form of scientific data that had to be gathered before any claims for efficacy could be established.) Nonetheless I was absolutely convinced that I was on the right lines.


With the benefit of over ten years’ hindsight, I can now see that each of the patients involved in that first experiment in Operation Sunflower made an important contribution to my understanding of the manner in which dolphins can help those with psychological illnesses.


Firstly there was Neal Jackson, a young man in his early twenties who had a life-long history of paranoia. When I introduced him to Fungie I told Neal the dolphin would do him no harm. But Neal didn’t trust me, or anyone else. In his mind everyone and everything was conspiring against him. Consequently when Fungie appeared out of the blue-green underwater haze, Neal thought the dolphin was a shark. He was so scared that he bit right through the plastic spiggots in the mouthpiece of his snorkel tube, and swallowed them. Even when I tried to reassure him, Neal was still very suspicious and nervous. But he had made his first step to overcoming his paranoia. When we returned the following year Neal’s self-confidence had grown and he had lost his fear of Fungie completely. He jumped into the sea and zoomed around the dolphin as playfully as a seal.


I can now see that letting go of fear is one of the ways in which dolphins can help humans, and not just those with clinical paranoia. Whether we openly acknowledge it and recognise it or not, fear, in one form or another, is present in all of us – without exception.


When we first took Jemima Biggs to Ireland her body was severely deprived of nutrition. A young woman also in her early twenties, her anorexia had been exacerbated by the death of her grandmother. To conserve her resources, nature stopped Jemima having her menstrual periods. Jemima also found it difficult to have very close personal relationships. Yet two years after swimming with the dolphin, although she still had problems eating, Jemima got married and later produced two healthy children.


How did this come about?


We all have days when we are down. It is quite natural. What Fungie showed Jemima was that there could be highs in life, as well as lows. Again, this is something we should remember, and can all take benefit from, when we feel our personal skies growing dark.


Thirdly, there was Bill Bowell, the chronic depressive. For 12 years he lived in what he called ‘the black hole of depression’ from which there was absolutely no escape. When Bill swam first with the dolphin Simo, then with Fungie, he saw some light. Since then he has described publicly the heart-rending story of how, aided by his wife Edna who he now describes as his ‘land dolphin’, he climbed out of the dark hole to resume a normal life. He takes no medication or other treatment. The opposite, in fact. He is now dispensing treatments to others in the form of encouragement. Those he talks to often respond to him more than to doctors because he knows what they are suffering. His clinical card might well say ‘spontaneous remission’. I would not disagree with this. But I would add a rider – ‘with the aid of a dolphin’.


The lesson I have slowly learnt from Bill, and from other cases like his, is that we all have an ability to heal ourselves. But we need help to do it. That help can be a dolphin in a physical form, as it was with my three volunteers. Alternatively, and sometimes just as effectively, the dolphin encounter can be purely imaginary. I discovered this later when I took a journey into Dolphin Dreamtime.


The success of my study in Dingle posed a major problem. An estimated one person in ten in the Western world was expected to need some form of psychiatric help during his or her lifetime. Thus in Britain alone there were, potentially, five million people who might possibly want to swim with a dolphin. Clearly taking even a tiny fraction of these people out into the sea to swim with dolphins was utterly impossible.


I needed a dolphin pill. But as no pharmacological interactions were taking place, what possible form could my non-chemical pill take?


The Australian Aborigines had the answer to my quest for a dolphin pill, Dolphin Dreamtime. I discovered that with the aid of music, they could take a listener into a mental state akin to that of an encounter with a dolphin.


At first I found the whole concept of the Dreamtime extremely difficult to comprehend. So many aspects of Aborigine culture were completely alien to my Western, achievement-motivated way of thinking. Animals, vegetables and minerals were not separated into different categories. The Aborigines were not competitive. They had no concept of possessions. Their continent was criss-crossed with songlines. You could not own land, but you could be the custodian of the song that brought the land into existence and ‘marked’ its boundaries. Even the Aborigines’ concept of time was completely different. In the Dreamtime, the past, the present and the future were fused into each moment. To the Aborigines every animal had a spirit that could be more important than its physical reality.


I was intrigued when I heard about the Dolphin Dreamtime cassette in which the listener is guided into the sea to swim with the dolphins, via a journey through a cave full of beautiful crystals. It is written by the healer Taranath Andre, and the narration is overlaid with music by Glenda Lum whose totem is a dolphin. Instead of a didgeridoo Glenda uses a synthesiser that is more familiar to Western ears, supplemented with real whale and dolphin sounds.


When I first listened to the tape, in the dark whilst floating in a pool, I had an extraordinary, out-of-body experience. I had the sensation of water flowing across my body as I swooped into the depths. I was a dolphin. I knew what it was like to be a dolphin. The heavy feeling that had prompted me to go for a swim evaporated in a flash. When I later asked those attending one of my playshops at the College of Psychic Studies in London to listen to the tape, they also had out-of-body experiences. What was even more extraordinary was that each person had a different experience. This convinced me that somehow or other Dolphin Dreamtime captured the essence of an encounter with a dolphin. I decided, therefore, to see how a wider audience would be affected.


Via International Dolphin Watch I made the Dolphin Dreamtime cassette available to members on a random basis. Each cassette was supplied with a confidential questionnaire which was returned to me. Analysis of the first responses at the Applied Psychology Unit of the Medical Research Council in Cambridge in 1990 was sufficiently encouraging for me to extend the trial. A 12-page statistical analysis conducted by Richard Pearl in the Department of Psychology at Swansea University of the 173 responses received up to 1994 indicated that over 70 per cent of those listening to the Dolphin Dreamtime benefited from the experience.


Investigative journalists, including Pat Pryor (BBC Radio 4) and Anne Page (The Guardian), evaluated Dolphin Dreamtime. They confirmed its efficacy in the treatment of stress-related illnesses. So I had my dolphin pill – an audio pill in the form of a cassette.


In 1997 a support worker for the learning disabled sent me a eulogistic account of the benefits the Dolphin Dreamtime was bestowing upon her, her colleagues, and her clients. She concluded the letter with the comment ‘I am living proof that dolphins help to heal wounded spirits’.


Dolphin Dreamtime, which is distributed as a tape and CD by International Dolphin Watch, is now established as a useful tool in psychiatric wards. In addition to helping those diagnosed as clinical depressives, Dolphin Dreamtime is finding ever-widening applications. These range from post-operative trauma and pre-examination relaxation, to tension release in prisons. A doctor uses it to help himself deal with his own disability – myalgic encephalomyelitis (ME). So far there have been no contra-indications.


Responses to Dolphin Dreamtime continue to arrive, often from unexpected sources. In 1999 I received a letter from Australia, beautifully handwritten by a former Research Associate of the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, in which she thanked me for a tape I had sent her in 1992 and described how following the death of her dog she ‘became severely depressed again, and in this period the tape reached into the depths of my sadness, as a ray of light’.


In 1999 I also received several reports, based upon long-term observations, on the sometimes profound benefits of Dolphin Dreamtime in childbirth. These prompted me to initiate structured studies, starting in 2000, which will provide scientific data to support the accrued anecdotal evidence for the value of both real and simulated dolphin encounters in childbirth – from pre-conception to post parturition.


Jeanette Pickering, a mother of four, who had derived immense personal benefit from Dolphin Dreamtime, agreed to undertake a study of the value of Dolphin Dreamtime in antenatal clinics. For Jeanette dolphins are symbols of spirituality. Roma Todt, a midwife, also agreed to take part. She and her husband Volker will take pregnant women to swim with dolphins in the sea from their dolphin-watching boat based in The Canary Islands.
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Chapter 3


Arion and the Dolphin


Once I had embarked on my dolphin trail of discovery, I could never envisage being in full-time employment again. The value of freedom was one of the first lessons I learnt. Just as the bicycle set me free from the straitjacket of an impoverished childhood in a soulless suburb of London, and the aqualung released me from being stuck on the surface of the sea like a cork, so the dolphins liberated me from the constraints of political politeness and scientific correctness which are a precondition of employment by large companies. The total freedom I had to explore new scientific concepts, and more importantly to express openly my views on such issues as whale hunting, which I was forbidden to do by my employers because of the effect this might have on the sale of their products in Japan, only became apparent to me later.


From my very earliest memories, until the present day, life has been a continual and often surprising learning process for me. No more so than when I stumbled, entirely by accident, on the fact that dolphins could help people suffering from depression. Discovering that the healing spirit of the dolphin could be captured with Dolphin Dreamtime was another revelation. What I find exciting about dolphin healing now is that I do not know where it will lead in say 100 years’ time.


I am encouraged to think this far ahead because in 1999 aspirin celebrated its 100th birthday. It’s origins are as real, yet tantalising, as figures half hidden in a mist.


Magical properties have long been attributed to the willow tree. As early as 400BC Hippocrates, the father of medicine, recommended willow bark infusions to ease labour pains. Gypsies made a drink from willow bark for easing rheumatism, influenza and headaches. Then along came organic chemists to whose ranks I once belonged. They discovered that the primary active ingredient in willow bark is salicylic acid which in its pure form is very useful for relieving pain, but the side effects are unpleasant. These are considerably reduced in a derivative, acetyl salicylic acid, which has the common name of aspirin.


And so, in March 1899, Bayer launched Aspirine®, or aspirin. It has since become the most widely used pharmaceutical in the world. An estimated 60 billion doses are taken every year. Eleven thousand tons are consumed annually in the US and Britain alone. Consumption continues to rise as its use for protection against heart disease becomes more widespread.


When looking for new remedies, the first step many researchers take is to review folk law. In the case of dolphins it is abundant. Dolphins have always had a special place in human hearts. Dolphins are surrounded by mythology. In Ancient Greece to kill a dolphin was punishable by death. The stories of them helping humans are legion. Clearly ancient people had a deep respect for these marine mammals. Did they know, perhaps subconsciously, that dolphins had healing powers?


This thought was certainly in my mind when I was approached in 1992 by Rebecca Meitlis of English National Opera (ENO) to see if I would be interested in co-operating with the Baylis Programme on a community opera based on the classical story of Arion who was saved by a dolphin. I knew the story well. I couldn’t resist.


Rebecca endeared herself to me immediately when she argued that she couldn’t really commission an opera about Arion if those directly involved had never had an experience that came remotely close to swimming with a dolphin in the open sea. I offered an immediate remedy to this situation. The entire team, with myself included of course, should adjourn for several months to a remote tropical paradise. Hawaii, for example, where we could pass the days languishing in the company of schools of dolphins. Rebecca pointed out that sadly the budget did not stretch that far. Indeed it didn’t stretch very far at all.


When I told her how a dolphin off the coast of Ireland had transformed the lives of Bill, Jemima and Neal, she agreed that Fungie should be able to wield his magic equally well upon a team of talented artists about to embark upon the creation of a new opera. A short time later a small group assembled in Dingle.


As we scrambled aboard a fishing boat laden with tourists, I wondered if the dolphin would appear. If he did would Fungie, who I hadn’t seen for nearly a year, recognise me? What kind of reception would I get if I got into the water with him? Questions buzzed through my head as we headed out of Dingle harbour.


Suddenly, just beyond the harbour wall, a face reared up alongside the boat. The sun glistened momentarily on the shiny, silvery dome of the dolphin’s head. There was a loud ‘phtt’. The dolphin submerged. The next moment the sea erupted. Like a launched missile, Fungie soared into the air. Higher and higher he rose. His flight path curled. For a microsecond of real time, but etched forever in my memory, the dolphin hung, suspended like a pewter statue against the sky, his streamlined body curved into an archway above our heads. Then he plummeted down, thwacking into the sea with an almighty splash.
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