

[image: image]




[image: Image]


Mindfulness and Surfing


Reflections for Saltwater Souls


Sam Bleakley


[image: Image]


Leaping Hare Press




 


Sam Bleakley is a writer and international longboard surfing champion. He has surfed the shores of more than 60 countries and written several surfing books. Sam is a specialist on emerging surf cultures, with particular interest in a new wave of Asian surfers who advocate the ancient practices of mindfulness in Buddhism and Taoism.




CONTENTS


CHAPTER ONE


Taking Off


CHAPTER TWO


Ocean Swell


CHAPTER THREE


Dropping In


CHAPTER FOUR


Surfing with the Ancients


CHAPTER FIVE


Letting Freedom Ring


CHAPTER SIX


Becoming Children of the Tide


CHAPTER SEVEN


Riding the New Wave


Further Reading


Index


[image: Image]




CHAPTER ONE
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TAKING OFF


Every surfer craves the experience of surfing with dolphins, or sitting close to basking sharks in blue-green water. I have surfed with dolphins, seals, sharks and sea snakes. I have sensed the sudden suspension of time – sought by all meditative techniques – deep inside the ‘tube’; and been clipped by that same wave, then dragged across a razor-sharp live coral reef as the water curtain falls to the sea god’s applause. I have nearly drowned at the hands of powerful waves and saved another from drowning. And I have seen suffering men and women reborn and healed through surfing.
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OCEAN HEALING
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When I take off on a wave, poised on a sliver of surfboard, I am both fish and bird. On each occasion of bliss and fear, I am educated into the complex ways of the sea – a constant lesson in mindfulness.


MINDFULNESS IS USUALLY DESCRIBED as an inward-looking process of stopping, reflecting and clearing the mind in learning a discipline of meditation or Zen awareness. Among the hustle and bustle of contemporary life, moments of stillness can help us to regain a sense of self, of composure or centring. Mindfulness has also been used widely to combat anxiety and depression.


Surfing as mindfulness, however, does something a little different. It does not simply take us inside ourselves to find a still centre, but rather orients us within the environment to find place. We are immersed in water and the salt-soaked zone just above the sea’s skin. Around us, terns dive and fish jump. We are active, alert and intent on balance. Mindfulness in surfing is then, paradoxically, a moving out of mind into the world, moving against the grain of inner-directed thought and reflection into an acute sense of what the environment demands of us – where winds, currents, beach shapes, wave types and lunar-tidal movements meet. In this sense, we move from ‘egology’ to ecology and we generate a ‘bodymindfulness’, locating ourselves in place and space.


From Ego to Eco


For over two thousand years the Western world has developed techniques of focus on the self and the inward life. The invention of autobiography as a literary genre in the eighteenth century and its perfection in personal-confessional styles across all media – such as kiss-and-tell journalism, selfies or YouTube videos – has, arguably, dried up our receptivity to the outer world as we become acutely sensitive to the inner life. As a result, we have an egological surplus and an ecological crisis. We need to recover sensitivity towards the world around us – its cries and pleasures, its sufferings and beauties. Surfing is an ideal way to do this as a mindfulness given by nature. The saltwater soul of surfing is to be mindful of nature’s body as we cultivate a ‘bodymind’.


As a novice, you will spend far more time spilled into the sea than standing on your board surfing a wave, and so the apprenticeship into an ecological perception, or being mindful of nature’s body, can be tough and uncomfortable – especially in cold seas and even in state-of-the-art wetsuits. But as you gain expertise so you will gradually gain a more graceful, elegant and inventive approach to how you relate to waves – in other words, you will develop a mindfulness in the ocean. It is the ocean and not surfing instructors that will teach you this mindfulness, and to which you must adapt. As expertise develops, the surfer becomes a connoisseur of the oceans, tutored and formed by them.


Outside-In


The psychologist James Gibson (1904–79) revolutionized the way we think about perception in his model of ‘ecological perception’. In Gibson’s view, the world is not passively received by the senses and then processed cognitively via the brain and central nervous system – this is an inside-out perspective. Rather, the world actively educates our attention to its shapes, patterns, motions, colours, smells, tastes, vibrations, rhythms, oscillations and (dis)appearances. The world captures our attention, shaping and dictating what and how we sense. Further, the senses do not act independently but in concert as a sensorium or a total system, again shaped by environmental ‘affordances’, as Gibson described them – patterns of attraction that draw us to them and make us notice.


Educated by the Ocean


The sea and its waves, formed by storms in deep water and fetched along miles of open ocean to unfold on reefs and coasts, are largely untouched by human culture in its energies and forms, even if there is pollution and rising sea levels through global warming. Pitching back in to the natural world of the ocean and its patterns moves us closer to an ecological perception without the filter of cultural perception. Surfing brings you face to face with the raw beauty of nature at different volumes and tones, and in this setting there is the opportunity to be mindful not by moving inwards to the self but by adapting to what the environment affords. The ozone-filled environment, the salt-stained bath, the imminent contact with sea life, the swell of the waves – all of this places the surfer, beginner, intermediate or expert, into a mindfulness relationship with the environment as an ecological rather than egological activity. As one is taught and shaped by the ocean – its waves, currents, tides, sea life, colours, temperatures, forms and patterns – so one becomes more tuned to its needs and then more ecologically minded and sensitive. As the elegance, determination, skill and courage of the surfer grow, so s/he becomes more environmentally aware as a form of ‘external’ mindfulness.


Surfing brings you face to face with the raw beauty of nature


I hope this book will guide you through the anatomy of a mindfulness of surfing through which an acute ecological perception is recovered. The minds of people do not need to be tuned to their own needs and purposes as much as to the needs and purposes of the environments in which they live, for it is these environments that sustain us. Caring for our oceans and coastlines is part of this perceptual tuning and action. And surfing is a great vehicle for getting us right into the heart of the oceans’ and coastlines’ workings so that they can teach us how to care for them, and above all, how to be mindful. Enjoy the ride!





THE WATER CURTAIN FALLS TO A GOD’S APPLAUSE
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The wave feathers and breaks over the shallow coral reef, a falling curtain of water. I am moving fast across the face, angled, alert. Time seems to slow and expand in the eerie silence. Surfing at these moments acutely awakens the senses and touches the ineffable.


THE ‘TUBE’ IS THE ULTIMATE DESTINATION for every surfer – standing on the surfboard behind the falling curtain of water as if at the back of a waterfall, trying to stay ahead of its collapse. Surfing and life can be defined as how well you can stay in balance as all around you cascades, or, as surfers put it, ‘clocking up tube time’ – being in the most critical part of the wave for as long as possible. But when the curtain falls and you are deep in the tuberide, you may not make the exit, and sharp, infectious coral might rake, brand and scar your back with unwanted tattoos straight from nature’s hand as you ‘wipeout’, or fall off the board. Water’s motion is the flux of the Tao (which simply means ‘the Way’) – the forgiving yin against the fearless yang. ‘Highest good is like water,’ wrote the Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu. ‘It comes close to the Way.’


A current estimate for the global surfing population is 30 million people. Surfing is largely focused on the sea but there is lake surfing (winds, for example, create surfable waves on the Great Lakes straddling North America and even the Caspian Sea coast of Azerbaijan), river surfing (along periodic tidal bores like the ‘Silver Dragon’ on the Qiantang in China) and a growing interest in developing inland wave gardens, which I discuss in the final chapter. If you think about the coastline of any sea-kissed country, it is generally indented because of the action of waves and tides. Pull that coastline out straight and you have an enormous mileage, inviting surfers. The growing surfing culture is also diverse, exhibiting a significant shift in demographics, including a broadening age range, increasing participation of women, multi-ethnic and multi-ability backgrounds and vulnerable members of society. Surfing is used therapeutically, too, for example to treat post-traumatic stress disorder and to channel the energies of otherwise wild kids. One of the top women professional surfers, Bethany Hamilton, lost an arm in a shark attack, yet still surfs at the highest level.


Surfers as Activists


In my own backyard, wherever the turbulent Atlantic greets the UK’s rugged coastline, sometimes with a kiss, mostly with a slap, there is now a thriving surf culture – an estimated 500,000 souls becoming aware of the delicate balance between the natural setting of sea life and human cultural impact. Some of those surfers are proud political activists. No surfer wants to paddle out in polluted waters, or sit back without protest while a pristine stretch of coast is ‘developed’ as a marina. It was surfers who first noticed how much raw sewage floated around the UK’s coastline and protested.


In 1990, the environmental action group Surfers Against Sewage (SAS) was formed in Cornwall. Following ten years of campaigning, private water companies finally started to invest in comprehensive sewage treatment schemes, and today SAS can be proud of the number of the UK’s Blue Flags – a European-wide strategy that rewards clean bathing waters.


Surfers are fast becoming green ambassadors


I am a keen member of SAS. But I am also of the generation that has been brought up on acquisition and uncritical adoption of the latest ‘must-have’ technologies and gadgetry. The surfboard industry has a toxic past, heavily reliant on oil-based chemicals grafted from the aerospace industry in the 1950s. Polyurethane foam and fibreglass, although carcinogenic, was cheap, versatile, had a cosmetic appeal, tolerated thermal ranges and was easy to construct, giving rise to constantly evolving surfboard designs. Eventually, the leading American manufacturer of foam was closed down because the product had broken the relatively lax environmental laws. The reaction has been a new wave of small-scale, ecologically sensitive production – reflecting the Polynesian roots of wave-riding when Hawaiians carved select redwood trees. In this reflexive move to be accountable to the environment for the surfboards you ride, surfers are fast becoming green ambassadors.


Call of the Wild


Surfing becomes addictive and you follow, but it is probably better to think of this as a calling, a vocation – Jack London’s ‘call of the wild’ translated from the Yukon to any surfable coastline. As a professional surfer who also makes a living from travel writing, I have followed the pursuit around the world and clocked up many guilty air miles. It is common to see beaches openly used as dumps and toilets, littered with plastics. But there is always choice and, paradoxically, it is long-term contact with the ocean that will force us into unavoidable choices, for the deterioration of the marine environment is happening at a rate that must be curtailed. We are all familiar with the news of species depletion by overfishing, of the death of coral beds and the problems of oil spills, microplastics and sewage pollution. What is not so widely broadcast is, for example, the increasing amount of medical waste deposited from ships.


The potential ecological awareness of surfers – a kind of megabody of sensitivity to the environment – offers a powerful collective imagery – caring for the environment. But how do we harness this holistic knowing of the nature and beauty of the sea to transform it into action for collective good as an ecological imperative? Most surfers are naturally Friends of the Ocean – they are already badged, stained by salt residues. But, as ever, there are contradictions at work. Some surfing communities are infamous for their aggressive localism, protecting ‘their’ local break from visitors. This is plain nonsense – no group of people ‘owns’ the ocean in this way, and surfers must face this fact.
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The water, like witch’s oils Burnt green, and blue, and white.


FROM ‘THE RIME OF THE ANCIENT MARINER’


SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, ENGLISH POET AND PHILOSOPHER, 1772–1834
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The world works on us, or ‘affords’ us perception, and we respond to its lessons. The world is a gift, not a commodity. If we were to take on this idea, then we would not be so eager to shape the world to our desires, but rather to appreciate how the world educates us into her presence and beauty. The admirable surfers, out of the loop of localism and unnecessary aggressive mentality, allow the wave to shape their responses rather than impose themselves on the wave. As the poet Wallace Stevens (1879–1955) wrote, ‘The world is presence, not force.’ The world does not set out to control us, it merely presents itself in all its glory and moods, yet we are bent on controlling it and our methods have been crude, destructive and are now boomeranging back with a vengeance.


The world is a gift, not a commodity




Surfing as Meditation


Surfing immediately facilitates immersion in the present. The very act of engaging with surfing educates acute sensitivity to coastlines, location and movement. The dance of surfing is an embodied performance that frequently touches upon spiritual experience where time slews in the strangest of ways.


The saying ‘If you see the Buddha on the road, kill him’ means that one does not worship or idolize the figure of the Buddha, the Buddha as personality or, these days, as celebrity. Rather, you follow the Way of the Buddha precisely by demolishing his image and creating fresh perspective. Buddhism is not carried by a figure but by the wisdom of the teaching only revealed by the ‘murder’ of the teacher. Similarly, if you think that surfing will automatically translate into a mindful activity, you have not yet killed surfing. To ‘perform’ surfing is a first step, to ‘think with’ surfing is a second step, to let surfing think you and perform you, or to be shaped by the total environment that we conveniently reduce to the act of ‘surfing’, is a more expansive step still. There is no better way to let surfing think you than to go surfing armed with what I will call a ‘reflexive instinct’, an animal knowing that is ‘knowing in the bodymind’ – explored and explained throughout this book, perhaps taking the notion of ‘mindfulness’ a step further.










MINDFULNESS EXERCISE


SEA AIR SOUND THERAPY
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In the Cornish language, there is a word for the ever-present, grinding, moaning sound of the sea – mordros. Set against this background drive is the single feathering wave – mordon – which is a feminine word. The wave rises, light and crisp, breaking free from the anchor that is the deep swell, the incessant tidal motion, the undercurrent, the pulse. Waves are a delicate presence woven into the sea’s force. To meet this graceful presence, surfers will need poise.


This exercise is about listening to the interaction of elements at the coast (tide, wind and wave), best experienced when the wind is onshore (blowing from sea to land).


Find a safe lookout spot where you can both see the ocean and feel the wind. The texture of the surf changes dramatically depending on the wind direction: an onshore wind will create ‘white heads’ and what surfers call ‘chop’; an offshore wind will smooth out the uneven texture creating ‘clean conditions’. The wind will produce sound, but so will the sea – quite simply, the bigger the waves, the louder the crashing noise. The original source of every wave is the friction of wind blowing across the sea surface, therefore the onshore wind sustains a particular relationship with waves that bring this mindfulness exercise to life.


Either sitting or standing, with the kiss of the wind on your face and the waves in sight, close your eyes. Breathe slowly, with a steady cycle, in through your nose, with a depth that allows you to hear the air in the back of your throat. Visualize a horizon across your eyes. Follow this line from its centre, moving away towards your ears. Tune in to the sound of the sea. Let the waves, tide and wind merge as one. Now your breathing can begin to mirror the rhythm of this sound. The trick at this point is to not be sucked in to your inner world, but to stay focused on the sounds, smells and tastes of the environment and allow them to shape your experience. ‘Bodymindfulness’ is not being in your mind, but being present in the environment.


Open your palms and further feel this wind and wave-borne sound. Fill every breath with the sound scale of waves. Let it wash over every sense and open your eyes filled with the moment. Sustain that sense of sound and use it to stay stimulated for your surf, or perhaps your swim. Imagine this as a kind of rinsing of your senses. This ‘close noticing’ will bring you even closer to body and spirit. If you are lucky enough to be able to paddle out into that cauldron of water, this exercise should wash out any sense of frustration about the conditions on offer, and perhaps improve your awareness of where the waves are breaking and ringing out their loudest melody. Have a walk along the tideline before you enter the water. Once you have done this exercise a few times, you can translate it into a visualization for the office. Visualize yourself at the coastline, sounds rushing through, and merge with the body of the weather.


Summary


Listen closely to the sound of the sea. Resist going into your mind. Stick with the senses as they are shaped by the sea’s sound, taste and smell. Bathe in the rainbows that peel off the back of waves combed by offshore winds. Emerge refreshed.
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