
Hit the mute button: why everyone is trying to silence the outside world 
 
Uber is trialing a feature that allows customers to stop their drivers from talking. But there’s growing 
evidence that cutting ourselves off like this isn’t healthy 
 
 
The mute button was invented in 1956 by Robert Adler, an Austrian-born engineer working for the 
Zenith Radio Corporation in Chicago. It was one of the four buttons on his Space Command 400, the 
first commercially viable TV remote control. The other three buttons – on/off, channel up and channel 
down – might have seemed more vital, but Adler’s boss, Eugene F McDonald, a former naval 
intelligence officer who was nicknamed “The Commander”, had insisted on mute. 
“He hated commercials,” Adler recalled in 1987. McDonald feared these constant intrusions would kill 
the new medium of TV. So Zenith boasted that the mute button would allow viewers to “shut off the 
sound of long, annoying commercials”. 
Still, McDonald couldn’t have predicted the pop-up ad, petrol pumps trying to sell you nachos or the 
ravages of the distraction economy. It is only now, in an age of incessant interruption, that we are 
beginning to grasp muting’s full potential – not only when it comes to our gadgets, but in real life, too. 
 
Last month, the taxi company Uber began trialling a suite of new features for users of its Exec service 
– including a button you can activate if you want to mute your driver. “Quiet preferred” is the 
euphemism Uber is using (you can also toggle it to “happy to chat” – lucky driver). But it appears to 
bring the dream of being able to choose who and what we listen to a step closer. 
 
“From a driver’s perspective, it’s quite rude,” an Uber driver from east London tells me. “And 
offensive, to be honest. It’s like saying: ‘Shut up.’ It says a lot about Uber.” Uber claims it is 
responding to concerns from customers that drivers will give them low star ratings if they don’t want to 
chat; drivers meanwhile often fear entering into conversations with passengers for the same reason. 
But let’s be honest: who among us hasn’t fantasised about being able to mute an annoying colleague, 
a screaming toddler or an over-friendly waiter? Mute promises a snake-free garden, a world where 
you can curate your content and silence dissent. And it is proving irresistible online. 
Twitter introduced a mute function in 2014 and it has proved to be the social network’s most popular 
feature, a sort of automatic talk-to-the-hand. Instead of “blocking” someone objectionable (which they 
will know about) you can now discreetly “mute” them (which they won’t know about). Part of the 
appeal is the thought of trolls screaming and @-ing and wondering why you’re not replying. Twitter 
followed it up with a subject-based mute feature in 2017: so, if you don’t want to hear about Love 
Island, or Terfs, or the Champions League final, or Dominic Raab, for ever if need be, you don’t have 
to. If you want a glimpse of happy Twitter, type “mute button” into the search box: “Just wanna thank 
my ‘mute’ button for never giving up on me <3”; “Mute button is top 10 most powerful things in the 
universe”; “I thank @instagram for creating their mute posts and story buttons” etc. 
Instagram added its own mute function last year, inspired by what it called “complex social dynamics”. 
Now you can avoid your friend’s nauseating Ibiza selfies and tasting menu stories without fear of 
causing offence. “I’m happy for my friends who are achieving great things, but Instagram makes it too 
easy to start getting bitter about why that’s not me,” one muter explained. “I’m looking forward to living 
in a self-imposed creative bubble for a little while.” 
The clinical psychologist Paul Gilbert, author of Living Like Crazy, sees such responses in Jungian 
terms. “We’re becoming more persona-dominated,” he says. “We all put on an act about how people 
want to see and hear us. We do it all the time on social media.” For him, the Uber shush feature is a 
welcome chance for us to rest those personas for a few minutes. “Human beings evolved in small 
hunter-gatherer groups where everyone knew one another,” he says. “We aren’t necessarily adapted 
to be interacting with strangers all the time. People find it incredibly tiring. At least in a taxi, you have 
an opportunity to sit and be quiet.” 
Well, yes, that is true. But what I find disturbing about the Uber silence feature is precisely that it cuts 
off any possibility of human connection. It is a way of automating a function that we might once have 
negotiated in human language. The Uber driver points out that it’s not hard for him to gauge who 
might be up for a chat and who isn’t. “You say: ‘What’s your name? Where are you going?’ And the 
way they respond is a fairly clear indication of whether they want to talk or not. Most people have their 
earphones on anyway. I usually have my Bluetooth earphone in too.” 
A lot of the time, he is plugged into Telegram, the Russian-designed messaging app that functions a 
bit like an aural WhatsApp. “There are groups with about 200 drivers on Telegram – they’ll report 
what’s happening in real time. If you see an accident, you can report it to the group.” Otherwise, it’s 



“audiobooks, lectures, radio, podcasts, educational stuff. If I want to know something about anything, 
I’ll download it when I’m home and listen to that.” 
But you could see that this retreat into our own discrete sound worlds is its own form of muting. 
Looking around the office in which I am typing these words, at least half of my co-workers are wearing 
earphones or headphones, and the younger they are, the more likely they are to be plugged in – or 
out. 
 
 
The wider trend is known as the “privatisation of auditory space”, says Dr Tom Rice, a lecturer in 
sonic anthropology at Exeter University. “It’s often said in sound studies that we don’t have earlids. 
We don’t have any control over what drips into our ears and collects in them. Earphones are the 
closest we have to that.” 
It is generally accepted that our audio environment is becoming more cluttered – even at home, since 
our microwaves and washing machines are now more likely to bleep at us (and, in some cases, talk to 
us). But most people do not mute the world because they find it overwhelming or confusing. “It’s also 
that they consider it boring,” says Rice. “People will often think that the sounds that they’re exposed to 
aren’t worth listening to.” The dawn chorus, after all, is famously not what it was, and general human 
patter is being drowned out by pneumatic drills, lorries and Ed Sheeran’s Galway Girl blasting out of 
the supermarket public address system. 
“When we conduct surveys about modern life and ask people what the biggest irritants of modern life 
are, ‘unwanted music or sound’ is usually in the top five,” says Dr Daniel Levitin, a neuroscientist at 
McGill University in Montreal and author of The Organised Mind. This has a lot to do with the way our 
hearing system works. “Compare it with vision. When you look at an object, it appears to be out there 
in the world. But sounds, for most of us, feel like they’re emanating from within our heads. It makes 
them more intimate and more intrusive. 
“In the best case, you can say headphones are a way to gain control of your environment,” he adds. It 
was striking, when Spotify users shared their most-played songs at the end of 2019, how many of the 
titles included “waves” or “rain noise”, suggesting that many listeners simply wanted to block 
distractions. “But the worst case,” Levitin says, “is that young people are listening to music and 
thinking that they can increase their concentration and performance that way. There are thousands of 
studies that show that listening to music is incredibly bad for your concentration. It’s just more 
enjoyable.” 
Meanwhile, our capacity to tune out whatever we want is increasingly catching up with our desire to 
do just that. “Hearables” are now touted the new “wearables” in Silicon Valley. Amazon, Apple and 
Google are all working on in-ear technology. The start-up Doppler Labs has developed products that 
promise to cancel out background noise, amplify the voices of particular speakers and even provide 
live, real-time, Babel fish-like translation. We often imagine a virtual-reality future will involve some 
sort of interface over our eyes, but it might just as easily work through our ears. Soon we might 
literally be able to mute people we don’t want to hear. 
But who knows what else will be silenced? “The argument is that this is damaging to the quality of 
public space and to the social fabric – we all just become atomised individuals,” says Rice. If we are 
listening to podcasts or music or white noise all the time, we are removing ourselves from society and 
the chance to interact, help, experience delight. 
“I personally don’t have much against earphones and I think they can be fantastically useful and 
enriching of one’s auditory life,” says Rice. “But I do think it’s possible to get value out of your sound 
environment by paying attention to it.” One way is by focusing on your sound diet. “Can you isolate 
five sounds in your everyday environment that you value and enjoy and that enrich your life? The way 
the sink at work gurgles when you turn off the tap, a fragment of birdsong, wind in the trees, footsteps 
echoing under a bridge … As well as drawing our attention to specific sounds, an exercise such as 
this encourages us to think about our sound environment more generally, and about which sounds we 
want more – and less – of in our lives.” 

	
	
	
	
 
 



The Newbie Guide: How to Deal with Stress at College 
 
 
 
 
In 2013, the American Psychology Association published the concerning results of a survey. Seventy 
percent of directors believed that the number of students with psychological problems on campus had 
increased in the past year. Anxiety was a major concern among college students. Should we be 
surprised? College students are put under so much stress that it’s only natural for them to feel the 
consequences. 
Stress is part of us. We even need it sometimes. If someone attacks you, stress is what makes you 
react. But, it’s not natural for us to feel stressed 24/7.  It’s extremely important for every student to 
understand how to deal with stress. 
Now, let’s get one thing out of the way: there’s no way to eliminate stress from your life. The only 
thing we can do is reduce it to minimal levels, so we can continue living our lives without being under 
constant pressure. When the whirlpool of stress takes you in, it’s a force you can hardly fight. That’s 
the effect we want to avoid. 
Since college education is testing your limits every single day, it’s important to develop immunity 
against stress. If you try hard enough, you’ll get to the point when you recognize the moment that 
stresses you out, but you’re strong enough to resist the whirlpool. This might be the most important 
lesson you learn in life. 
We’ll give you 10 practical tips that help you to find your way on how to deal with stress at 
college. 
Plan Everything! 
Some people say planning stressed them out.  I have one thing to ask: have they ever tried 
planning? Robert Epstein, psychologist and self-help author, conducted a survey that showed 
planning was an effective technique for preventing stress. “Fighting stress before it even starts, 
planning things rather than letting them happen,” – that’s how Epstein sees the benefits of planning. 
 
 
 
Start from mapping your steps on “How to deal with stress“ path. 
When you take few minutes of your day to plan how you’ll spend it, you’ll feel ready for the 
challenges. Let’s see: what responsibilities do you have in a day? 
  Lectures till 2 p.m. 
  Lunch and 30 minutes of rest 
  Write homework till 6 p.m. 
  30 minutes of rest 
  Study till 9 p.m. 
  Spend some time with friends 
  Go to bed before midnight. 
If you have such a plan, you know it fits your capacity. If you don’t you’ll be stressed out from the very 
morning. “Oh my God! I have so many lectures. I’ll be too tired when I’m done with them. When will I 
write homework? There’s no way I’ll find time for studying. What about the GoT night we were 
planning?” You see how lack of planning makes your head a complete mess? When you have a plan, 
you understand how to deal with the stress and that there’s enough time for everything. 
Plus, you’ll never forget about a deadline or a test date. 
Make Priorities 
Okay, sometimes you won’t be able to fit everything in that schedule. You want to explore campus, 
join two clubs, meet new friends, become part of Greek life, and publish something in the campus 
newspaper? We’ll have to admit that’s a bit too much. 
When you notice you’re pushing yourself beyond your limits, it’s time to step back. What are your 
priorities? Studying, attending lectures, writing the mandatory projects, and a moderate social life. If 
you attempt to achieve anything beyond what your capacity allows, you’ll have to sacrifice some of 
your priorities.. That means you’ll be feeling guilty, and that can mean only one thing: stress. 
Always Find Space for Social Time 
When you realize you have to sacrifice some of the things you like for the sake of studying, your 
social life is the first aspect to suffer the consequences. Sometimes that’s necessary. You’ll skip a 
party because you have to work on that English paper. Working on term papers and studying for a 
whole month without seeing anyone, however, is a problem. 



You need an outlet. Otherwise, you’ll accumulate more stress than you’re able to cope with. Go 
dancing, meet new people, have walks… just be around people you like. They help you heal. 
Just make sure to avoid alcohol and illegal substances. That’s not the right way on how to deal with 
stress. Plus, it’s not effective at all. 
Get Help When You Don’t know How to Deal With Stress 
Most college students are going through similar levels of stress. There are those who break under the 
pressure, there are those who sacrifice their social life to succeed in education, there are those who 
focus on social life and stop caring about education, and then there are those who know how to 
outsource and manage to do everything. 
If you’re struggling with an important research paper, maybe a friend can help and you’ll return the 
favor? Okay, it’s not easy to find a friend willing to write you a paper. Maybe you can ask the 
professor to clarify the assignment? Maybe you can hire a writer to help? Help is available; you 
should only know where to find it. 
Jonathan Brown, a writer from BestEssays, explains: “We have dozens of students coming to us for 
academic writing help daily. It’s not about being lazy. It’s not always about lacking writing skills. It’s 
mostly about not having time. These students realized they can achieve much better results when 
they outsource part of their work, and they are doing that pretty successfully.” 
Instead of being stressed about your schedule being too full, think: can you get help with some of the 
tasks? 
Get a Massage 
Yes, it’s a serious and practical tip. When you have a busy week, get a massage over the weekend. 
Being tense reflects on your muscles. Do you notice how your posture is bended forward and your 
muscles feel stiff when you’re constantly worrying about something? That’s how stress affects your 
body. When you address those effects, you might reduce the psychological tension, too. 
Learn How to Breathe 
Breathing is such a natural process for us that we don’t even pay attention to it. When you start 
paying attention, however, you’ll notice how your breathing changes when you’re feeling stressed. 
When you’re relaxed, when you know how to deal with stress, you tend to breathe slowly and deeply. 
When stressed, however, your breath becomes short and shallow. At some moments, you might even 
catch yourself not breathing. 
Try some breathing exercises and you’ll instantly notice a difference. When you’re able to control your 
breath, you’re practically changing your body’s reaction to stress. 
Focus on Yourself 
At college, you’re either taking lectures, studying, or hanging out with friends. That’s okay, but you’re 
constantly surrounded by other people. When will you have some me time? It’s not about being 
selfish. It’s about respecting yourself. 
Reserve at least 20 minutes of your day to focus on yourself. Get deep into your thoughts and 
feelings. Recognize the moments that caused stress and anxiety. When you figure out what the 
reasons, you’ll be more aware of your reactions. 
Exercise! 
Yes, there’s enough time for that. If you’re unable to do it over the week, you can find time during the 
weekend. 
Why do you need physical activity in your life? It pumps up your endorphins. Those are the 
neurotransmitters that make you feel good. 
Pick a type of exercise you feel good about and stay committed to it. You need to turn it into a habit. 
Talk to Someone You Trust 
Sometimes you just need someone to listen to you. It’s not okay to keep everything inside. Do you 
have a friend you trust? Share your worries and you’ll find support. Your family is there for you, too. 
If you feel like your problems are too big and you don’t want to make the people around feel bad, talk 
to a counselor. They might recommend a psychotherapist, who will help you get through the times of 
difficulty and become strong enough to move forward. 
Sleep! 
Let’s list few consequences of insufficient sleep: 
  Reduced cognitive performance 
  Impaired attention and working memory 
  Increased risk for developing diabetes, heart disease, and high blood pressure 
You’re getting less healthy, less efficient in studying, and more and more stressed when you don’t 
sleep enough. Adults need around 7-8 hours of sleep for their brain and body to regenerate. Make 
sure to get that sleep even when you have too much on your schedule. 
You can do this 



There’s no point in making peace with stress through college. If you don’t fight it, it can bring you to a 
moment when you don’t even recognize yourself.  Stress is part of our lives, but it’s also something 
we can manage. Hopefully, you’ll get stronger when you start following the tips above. Here are the 
action steps: 
  Make plans and priorities, but find time for friends 
  Outsource when you need to 
  Get some me time, which includes exercise and massage 
  Learn how to control the breath 
  Talk to someone you trust 
  Get enough sleep 
Seems like a lot of work, but it’s easier than you think 



Nature at work 
From managing woodland to nurt1:1-ring office plants, nature can boost wellbeing and productivity 

What's it really like to worlc outdoors, where your office is the 
natural landscape and your commute is a walk through open 
countryside? lt's a question many who spend their nine to five 
indoors have pondered, particularly on a bright, sunny day when 
the outside world most strongly beckons through the window. 
But is it just a case of the grass being greener on the other side? 

. Time ih nature is usually time well spent - it can boost 
mental and physical wellbeing; clear the mind and bring about 
a renewed focus; and be a source of inspiration and creativity. 
Indeed, research by the Fields in Trust charity estimates the 
UK's parks and green spaces provide the nation with £34billion­
worth of health and wellbeing benefits. lt seems probable 
that those whose jobs keep them in the natural world are 
likely to make greater use of those benefits than their indoor 
counterparts. Furthermore, evidence suggests that many of 
those who toil indoors spend too little time benefitting from 
varied environmental stimulation; the sunlight's delivery of 
vitamin D; and lowered levels of the stress hormone cortisol -
all of which are believed to follow from getting closer to nature. 

ln a 2018 report, Ambius, a company which specialises 
in landscaping and workspace plants, outlined the limited 
amount of time UK office workers spend outdoors each day. 
A study of 1,000 employees reveals almost 40 per cent spend 
at most 15 minutes outside during their working day, with 
an additional 22 per cent having a maximum of 30 minutes 
outside. For many office workers, lunch at the desk is a daily 
reality as are increased hours of inactivity. 

As people ·pend more time working indoors, the yearning to 
get outside can become more pronounced. After all, the natural 

world draws you to it all the time - gazing out at open spaces 
through a window, looking up at the sky, keeping potted plants 
nearby, all of these things can help to ease a stressed mind. For 
those who work outdoors, of course, the attachment to the 
natural world is deep and clear. 

The great outdoors 
Justin Seedhouse, 45, is a National Trust head ranger. He's 
responsible for the Bideford Bay and Hartland area of north 
Devon, overseeing a team of rangers and volunteers and 
managing several different types of habitat: woodland, 
parkland, grassland and coastline. Having spent much of his 
adult life in outdoor jobs, Justin knows what it's really like when 
the worlds of work and nature overlap. 

'I've always had a love of the outdoors,' he explains. 'I joined 
the Royal Navy after school, which I enjoyed, but it wasn't 
really for me. ln 1989 an opportunity came up to do a two-year 
training scheme with the National Trust in West Penwith, 
Cornwall. lt was brilliant. l went there and lived in a caravan 
and a tent, and a holiday cottage in the winter, and learned 
so much about the natural landscape. l gained vocational 
qualifications during the scheme, then carried on to study 
countryside management at college. I started doing contract 
work outdoors, everything from hedge laying to dTy-stone 
walling. ln 1994, l got a seasonal ranger job with the National 
Trust, the next year l was offered a permanent position, then in 
1998 l became a head ranger. I've been with the Trust since.' 

Justin spends much of his time meeting landowners and 
tenants, developing plans that help to ensure the land and 
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properties are carefully and conscientiously managed and 

maintained. There's lots of practical work - everything from 

creating paths and repairing gates to scrub management and 

monitoring wildlife. When Breathe asks Justin what he most 

enjoys about working outdoors, he says two things: variety, and 

having a real emotional connection with the natural world. 

'There's no typical day,' he continues. 'There's variety in 

everything - the type of work, the landscape, what wildlife we'll 

see, and the weather of course. It's great for our volunteers, who 

get to experience and learn many different things. You see lots 

of wonderful sights - the peregrines along the coast never cease 

to amaze me. I saw a leatherback turtle once at Peppercombe 

beach, a pretty rare sight, and I've seen dolphins and porpoises. 

'There are a number of habitats in this area, which makes it 

special and interesting for the people who live and work here 

as well as those who visit. That's one of the things I love most 

about the work we do - we recognise what makes places feel 

special. You hope people will appreciate what you do because 

you care so much - it's all about emotional connections.' 

Breath of fresh air 

Variety, fresh air, movement, stimulation - being outdoors can 

stir the senses. It's why many people, indoor workers included, 

experience a lifting of mood, a shifting of thoughts, when they 

take a stroll during a lunch break or sit outside for a short while 

to clear the mind. When you take yourself out of your physical 

confines, it's as if thoughts feel less constricted, too. Looking at 

the sky or gazing across a landscape can help to give a sense of 

perspective and allow for more free thinking and inspiration. 

These benefits may be more readily available to those whose 

roles are outdoors, but they are still working - that means there 

will likely be strains and stresses, both mental and physical, just 

as there can be for indoor jobs. 

'You have to be practical, adaptable and optimistic because 

so much doesn't go to plan,' says Justin. 'We've got lots of things 

we have to do, but we're reliant on the weather. A fixed daily 

plan doesn't work - a spell of bad weather, a flood, trees blowing 

down, they can all throw off your day or even your week. You 

have to be responsive. We can plan seasonally, and prioritise, but 

it often comes down to what's thrown at us each day. Sometimes 

people can struggle with not having that daily plan. But if 

ever it gets frustrating, you just have to look around you at the 

amazing landscape and acknowledge how special it is.' 

Many indoor workspaces now utilise some of the natural 

world's special characteristics, bringing benefits for both 

employees and employers. A study in 2014 found that the simple 

act of having plants in the office can lead to increased workplace 

satisfaction, overall happiness and a 15 per cent increase in 

productivity. Underpinning this is a notion called biophilia -

that humans have an innate need to be connected with nature 

and function best when it is satisfied. Some companies are now 

incorporating biophilic design into workspaces with improved 

natural lighting, more natural textures and colours, and the 

introduction of more plants and greenery. 

Working in nature won't suit or be possible for everyone, 

but nature and work do not have to be seen as separate worlds. 

They can - and do - overlap and interact. Be it plants in the 

office; sitting in a park at lunchtime; taking a few moments 

to look out at the sky; or trying to get more fresh air breaks 

during the day, nature has the power to inspire and uplift. It 

can also encourage feelings of calm and boost productivity and 

creativity. 'The natural world is so special and gives us so much,' 

says Justin. 'It's a gift.' 

There are many opportunities to work, and volunteer, in nature. 

Justin started out on a training scheme with the National Trust. 

There's more on how to volunteer with the National Trust at 

nationaltrust.org.uk. 

Words: Dean Agius 
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Serenity 
and the city 
Bustling conurbations don't have to leave 
you feeling frazzled. Losing yourself in 
a crowd can be the ultimate getaway 

New York, the city that never sleeps. A city of 8.5 million people 

- plus more than 60 million tourists each year. Like many of

these visitors, I'd gone in search of bright lights and big sights.

l certainly wasn't anticipating a peaceful retreat. Yet somehow,

after elbowing my way out of the subway on my first day, that's

exactly what l found.

Oddly enough, it was work that led me to the realisation 

that cities aren't all hustle and bustle. They can be places of 

rest, too. Emerging that sunny October morning in Manhattan, 

l battled on through the crowds - and the heavy fog of jet lag

- looking for somewhere that l could send an important email

(not a fire-it-off-on-your-phone kind of message). l walked past
a few cafes - all full, all irritatingly loud - before chancing

upon New York Public Library on 5th Avenue. My expectations

weren't high. l sighed as l saw the queue at the security desk, 

then the groups of chit-chatty tourists congregating on the 

stairs to admire the building's Beaux-Arts beauty. Then 

l reached the Rose Main Reading Room, all grand wooden

desks and low-hanging lamps. lt was just the spot to get down

to business. l got out my laptop, logged onto the free wifi and

dutifully tapped out my email.

But l stayed much longer. Not to carry on working, but to 

take it all in - the respectful hush of the room; the unspoken 

solidarity; the dreamy frescos on the ceiling; the walls lined 

with old books, and the smell of those tomes. There was also 

the tempting fantasy that l was an undergraduate again - this 

time an American student, at Harvard or Yale probably, in one 

of those college films. Good Will Hunting, Legally Blonde ...
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worldwide, as predicted at last year's Global Wellness Summit 
in its report, 8 Wellness Trends for 2017 - and Beyond. And there 
are mindful eating restaurants on the way, too. 

Cities are also hubs for yoga and meditation, so whatever 
helps you unplug - silent yin, candlelit flow or kundalini -
you're more likely to find it in a city than in the countryside. 
Vancouver in Canada is renowned for its yoga offerings, hosting 
an ever-evolving programme of classes, top teachers and 
meditation sessions. You can sometimes take advantage of being 
an out-of-towner with a free trial, too. And, in truth, you may 
need those mindfulness skills on the busy bus ride home. 

After hours 
A good way to experience the more serene side to city life 
is either to get up early or go out late. Aim to see it off-peak, 
at times when most people will be sleeping, working or doing 
the opposite of what you're doing. 

Wherever you are in the world, it's always a treat to watch 
the sun rise. If you can, see the city wake up from above. Even 
in a metropolis as frenetic and traffic-mad as LA, there's a quiet 
time. The Griffith Observatory may not be open at fast light, 
but you can still find a vantage point. Go on a short walk up 
one of Beverly Hills' illustrious peaks or pack a breakfast 
smoothie and take a hike in the San Fernando Valley - those 
golden California panoramas will be yours alone (give or take 
a few super-fit power walkers). 

Anonymity is bliss 
Night-time also offers new perspectives on a city. Many 
museums and galleries have evening openings, and some stay 
open all night on occasion. ln London, Tate Modern is open 
every Friday and Saturday until 10pm, while the National 
Portrait Gallery runs popular Friday Lates, with drop-in 
drawing classes and live DJs. Alternatively, awaken your 
curiosity at one of the Silent Nights at Dennis Severs' House. 
Located at 18 Folgate Street in Spitalfields, its candlelit rooms 
have been reimagined to document the lives and changing 
fortunes of a family of Huguenot silk-weavers. Each room, 
with its distinct sights, sounds and smells, gives the impression 
that a mysterious person has just left the space. Immersed 
in this 18th-century world, you'll be oblivious to the trendy 
toing and froing outside. 

An escape to the city doesn't necessarily need to be about 
finding a quiet corner where there aren't many people. Another 
appeal is its anonymity. When no one knows your name, who 
you are or where you come from, you're free to be, well, whoever 
you want to be. There are no questions to field from (mostly) 

'You take delight not in a city's seven 
or 70 wonders, but in the answer it 

gives to a question of yours' 
ITALO CALVINO 

well-meaning loved ones and no expectations about what 
you should be wearing, eating, doing or even thinking. 

Choose a city - the bigger, the better - and embrace the 
masses. Try Paris. Skip along the Champs-Elysees. Dance 
your way up the Eiffel Tower and daydream your way around 
Notre-Dame. Who cares if people stare? After all, you never 
have to see them again. 

Then there's Tokyo - one of the largest cities in the world. 
Here, unless you speak Japanese, your anonymity is likely to 
be even further enhanced. Do things no one would expect 
of you back home: eat giant heaps of sushi for breakfast, watch 
sumo at the Ryogoku Kokugikan arena, go wild on the rides 
at Tokyo Disneyland. 

Escape the countryside 
If al 1 this has you curious, and you'd like to give it a whirl, 
choose a city close to home for your first experience. Book a 
hotel for a night or two (many offer great savings on Sunday­
night stays) or just make it a day trip. You don't have to travel 
far to dip into the restorative benefits of a city escape. 

You could reignite your spark with an evening at the theatre, 
whether it's a thought-provoking play or a laughter-inducing 
farce. Then stimulate your palate at an amazing restaurant -
eating alone will focus your senses on the textures and tastes on 
your plate - and maybe top it all off with a stay at a plush hotel. 
If possible, choose somewhere special with a bed that's much 
larger and more luxurious than you have at home - it will feel 
like a real retreat. 

When escaping the countryside, it might be helpful to 
remember the beginner's meditation mantra: whatever comes, 
let it be. You can choose to focus on it, or you can just let it pass. 

Get the most out of your time in the city 

• Since you'll never totally silence the city, you can at least
mute your smartphone. Avoid annoying distractions by
keeping your phone on airplane mode as much as possible.

• Even in a city you know well, there are often areas you've
never visited and whole communities with cuisines and
traditions that might be unfamiliar. Veer off from your own
beaten track and be open to something different.

• Pack a swimsuit and head to a lido or rooftop pool in your
chosen city. The feeling of floating on water, gazing up at the
sky, is practically synonymous with peace and tranquility.

Words: Hannah Stuart-Leach 





The gear-shift 
When l'm stressed and strung out, it's difficult enough to put 

down my phone and pick up a book. Read slowly? Forget it -
1 just haven't the brain space to focus. 

Over the past decade, I've noticed the decline of slow reading 
in my own life, and l'm not the only one. A recent study by the 

Arts Council England found that print sales for literary fiction, 
often layered with slow reading delights, are on the decline. 

It's because many people have speed-driven lives that steer 

them away from reading material that makes them slow down. 

l'm finding ways to resist the tide and l've discovered how to 

gear-shift my reading while retaining those fast books that are 

often the only way to save my stressed-out brain. 

The answer is simple. 1 always have two books on the go, 

one quick and one slow. One will be a novel 1 can't put down 

- a commercial, fast-paced number packed with twists - while

the other will force me to take the slower route.

See me on a train and you'll find me hooked on a page­

turner. In any public space, with all the surrounding noise and 

distraction, 1 find it impossible to focus for long enough to 

slow my jumpy brain. Yet catch me at home and you'll discover 

me absorbed in the world of my current slow book. Even if 

1 only spend half an hour a week on slow reading, that's 

30 minutes of wealth 1 rarely accessed before. And although 

it's not much, sometimes half an hour is exactly what 1 need. 

lf 1 spend too long, 1 often forget to go slow and begin to 
speed-read once more. 

New opportunities 
What about when you're established in the slow-reading habit, 

and wish to extend your range? There are so many books that 

benefit from taking them slowly. ln fiction, pick any novel 

that's classified as literary. These are usually typeset with 

a smaller font, defy any particular genre and often appear on 
the longlist for awards. 

ln addition, any book that stretches the brain also demands 

that you slow down to comprehend the content within. l'm 
interested in health and neuroscience but because l'm not a 

naturally science-minded person, books in this genre force 

me to read each piece several times, slowly, to absorb its full 

meaning and context. 
Older books also tend to require a slower pace than modern 

twist-a-minute page-turners. And of course, for true slow 

reading, go to the pre-typewritten age, and those 19th-century 

doorstop novels that demand so much of one's time. Even 
Charles Dickens, the commercial fiction writer of his day, 

requires his books to be read at a tortoise-like pace compared 

to any 21st-century hook-driven narrative. 
In committing yourself to slow reading, you now have the 

opportunity to indulge in some of the classic tales that you may 

'We don't need a list of rights and wrongs, tables of 
dos and don'ts: we need books, time and silence' 

PHILIP PULLMAN 

have never got around to reading - but always wanted to. My 

own list includes Emma by Jane Austen and Madame Bovary by 

Gustave Flaubert. 

Whatever your slow reading of choice, you'll adore 

discovering the true pearl: a beautiful piece of writing that 

deserves every drop of your time. When I find one of these, 

1 realise how subversive slow reading can be: an act of rebellion 

against the world's constant demand for things of speed. 

Words: Stephanie Lam 

You can follow more of Stephanie's thoughts @)Stephanie Lam I 

HOW TO SLOW READ 

• Identify which genre/authors/types of writing are

the ones that make you want to slow down. When

you're back in the habit, you can experiment more,

by aiming for classics or other books you've always

wanted to read.
• Set aside at least half an hour a week for slow

reading. Choose a time and place where you won't

be interrupted.
• Turn your phone down and put it in a bag or

a drawer.
• It may take a few minutes to settle, but persist.
• If you find yourself racing ahead, return to the

previous page and read it again, more slowly.
• Don't forget to continue with your page-turners,

if you feel you need them, during your non-slow

reading time.

Books to get you in the 
slow-reading i:nood 

The Great Gatsby by F Scott Fitzgerald 

The Secret History by Donna Tartt 

The Line of Beauty by Alan Hollinghurst 
The Sea, The Sea by Iris Murdoch 

Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov 

Middlemarch by George Eliot 

Bleak House by Charles Dickens 

Mrs Dal/away by Virginia Woolf 
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0 ne of the oldest cultivated crops and a favourite 
of fussy kids, peas are probably a staple in your 
freezer. And now is the time to opt for fresh - be 
that from a greengrocer or your own garden (peas 

are very easy to grow). Cheap and versatile, their sweet flavour 
and pleasing pop make peas the ultimate summer veg. 

But don't take our word for it- peas have an impressive 
nutritional profile. Actually seeds from the legume family, peas 
are a starchy vegetable thanks to their complex carb content. 
They're low in calories and contain just about every vitamin and 
mineral you need. Peas are one of the best plant-based protein 
sources, which togethenvith a high fibre content, helps to slow 
digestion and promote a feeling of fullness. Despite being sweet, 
peas support healthy blood sugar thanks to a low glycaemic index, 
and are rich in vitamin K, which may protect against cancer. 

Ho,v TO USE THEM 

Steam for 1-2 minutes or boil for 2-3, using the minimum 
amount of water needed. Don't add salt - they'll toughen up. 
Alternatively, eat fresh from the pod. Whizz into soups or pesto, 
scatter over salads, or add colour to risottos and pasta dishes. 

WORKS ·wELL "WITH 

Other garden shoots - think mint, dill, parsley and sage. Mash 
with broad beans atop bruschetta or combine with chopped 
herbs, olive oil and lemon, and stir through grains. Their mild 
flavour means they complement spices and smoky flavours, so 
curries are an easy win, or top pea soups, dips and purees with 
almonds tossed in salt and paprika. 

food 

WHAT'S COOKING? 

Sum1ner pea, 
1nintand 
avocado soup 
Recipe takenfrom 
There's a Vegan In 
The House (DK, 
£14.99) - out now 

Serves2 

50g quinoa 

2 avocados 

500g frozen peas 

20g chopped mint, plus 

extra to garnish 

1 lltre unsweetened 

almond milk 

I Rinse the quinoa 

under running water, 

drain and place in a lidded 

saucepan. Cover with 

250ml water and bring 

to the boil. 

2 Reduce the heat to a 

simmer, cover and cook 

for 15-20 mins, or until 

almost all the liquid has 

been absorbed and the 

quinoa is fluffy. Remove 

from the heat, drain any 

remaining water, and 

set aside to cool. 

3 Scoop out the flesh from 

the avocados and place 

in a food processor. Add 

the peas. mint and half 

the milk, and pulse until 

smooth. Then add the 

remaining milk and pulse 

until fully blended. 

4 Divide the pea soup 

equally between four soup 

bowls. Top with equal 

quantities of the cooled 

quinoa. Garnish with 

the chopped mint and 

serve immediately. 

healthy-magazine.co uk 99 
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