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Abstract

The subjective experience of pleasure is under researched although central to human experience.  This research sets out to understand the explosion in numbers of women engaging in the risky pleasures of winter swimming as a leisure activity.  Taking a sensory anthropological approach, extending walking methodologies to swimming, this paper offers a confessional, reflexive auto-ethnographic account providing a glimpse of Edgework in action.  Through the lens of New Materialities, building on Milanovic’s (2005) reworking of the edgework Model and Newmahr’s (2012) feminist expansion, recognising the collaborative nature of edgework, it includes the contribution of more-than-human bodies to interdependent, collaborative risky encounters, enabling the exploration of excluded haptic, sensory pleasures of edgework to shed light on the relationship between Lyng’s (1990) Edgework Model and Csikzsentmihalyi’s (1990) Optimal Flow State.  Focusing on thermoception as an introceptive, felt sense, during co-produced moments of intense corporeal feelings of “aliveness” and enfoldment into environment, combined with the merging of action and awareness as the edge is negotiated, I propose the joy of Edgework and Flow state is found in heightened moments of sensed interconnectivity as humans experience themselves as flow, rather than in notions of mastery or control.
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The Sea
(Mary Oliver, 1990)


Stroke
by Stroke
my body remembers that life and cries for
the lost parts of itself –
fins, gills
opening like flowers into
the flesh – my legs
want to lock and become
one muscle, I swear I know
just what the blue-grey scales
shingling
the rest of me would
feel like!
Paradise! Sprawled
in that motherlap
in that dreamhouse
of salt and exercise
what a spillage
of nostalgia pleads
from the very bones! How
they long to give up the long trek
inland, the brittle
beauty of understanding
and dive,
and simply
become again, a flaming body
of blind feeling
sleeking along
in the luminous roughage of the sea’s body,
vanished
like victory inside that
insucking genesis, that
roaring flamboyance, that
perfect
beginning and 
conclusion of our own
2

Introduction

Pleasure in outdoor or “wild” swimming is widely enjoyed in the US and Europe, where it is simply known as swimming, whilst in the UK it is viewed as an eccentric hobby (Ayriss, 2020). With an explosion of “wild” swimming seen in recent years, The Outdoor Swimming Society (OSS) founded in 2006, “embraces outdoor swimming’s ability to slip us out of a recognisable reality …”, their members enjoying a range of swimming practices from winter, wild, recreational, pool or athletic to endurance swimming.  There is considerable overlap between the communities (OSS, 2020). Over 15 years the society has grown from 300 members to 100,000, with Swim England (2019) reporting 7.5 million people swam outdoors during 2018. Print and digital media suggests, white, middle class women, over forty, are flocking to open waters to swim in groups over winter. An internet search reveals biomedical or humanities-based research focusing on swimming relates predominantly to athletic or competitive swimming, although growing press and social media attention is dedicated to transformative outdoor and winter swimming stories. An emerging body of research focuses on the curative (Foley, 2015) (Foley et al, 2018), mental (Tukkejen et al, 2018) and physical (Swim England, 2019) (Denton, 2019) benefits of recreational swimming with sporting activities increasingly recognised as contributing to healthy aging (Costello et al, 2019) or a means by which middle aged women escape the routines of daily life, enhancing health and social satisfaction (Lee and Deuk, 2013).  Cold sea bathing being considered restorative for centuries (Ayriss, 2012, p.18), the therapeutic effects of cold-water immersion for athletes is well documented (Eston, 2007) (Cochrane, 2004) (Casa, 2006) (Yeung, 2016). Humanities based ethnographic papers, relating to swimming focus largely on the gendered nature of competitive swimming (Throsby,2016), (McMahon, 2011) (McMahon, 2019) (Russell and Johnson, 2012) or the production and regulation of difference (Collins and Pajak, 2018) young (Lang, 2010), black (Deluca, 2013) or female (Evans and Allen-Collinson, 2014) bodies in swimming pools. Feeney-Beaton however (2018) explores sensory and physical aspects of wild swimming, as a liminal activity in pursuit of the transcendent and Cantwell (2002) touches on the sensory pleasures of “wild” swimming, Throsby (2013) explores the unexpected sensory pleasures of being a lived body in water, whilst Heath (2019) asks how sensuous material engagement with water and enskilled movement, informs a sense of self in young athletic swimmers.  In its Facebook group, a member of the OSS posed the question: “What do you think it is about wild swimming that makes us feel so good?” (OSS, 2020). Answers included: the cold, the rush, connection to self, community, nature, being in the moment, the dare, play, rebelliousness, joy, camaraderie; answers pointing towards degrees of transcendent experience and Edgework (Lyng’s,1990).  Whilst middle-aged, middle class, white women are not typically associated with either transcendence or risky activities, an inherent degree of risk comes with cold water swimming, indicated by the dangers of the human cold shock response, following accidental immersion in cold water (Tipton, 1989). Stepping outside the realm of wellbeing or healthy aging, this research focuses on my experiences of the risky, transcendent pleasures of winter swimming, with the Bluetit Chill Swimmers of Ceredigion, a network of loosely affiliated women who swim all year round in open water. Forming in 2014, the Bluetits have spread along the Welsh coast, inland, to Ireland, and as far afield as Ohio; their male counterparts, the Bluebells, a much rarer breed.
Taking a sensory anthropological approach (Pink,2016) extending the concept of walking in a more-than-human world, as a mobile method of inquiry (Springgay and Truman, 2018), to winter swimming, I invite readers to imagine themselves journeying through cold water, sensing the world as experienced by researcher and chill swimmers, in my imaginings of the relationship between Edgework and Optimal Flow State.  Borrowing the lens of New Materialities to consider the experience of winter swimming as Edgework, I include the collaborative contribution of more-than human bodies, enabling and shaping the risk experience in a confessional, reflexive, auto-ethnographic account (Ellis, Adams and Bochner 2011, pp.273-290) proposing the relationship between edgework and optimal flow states might be found in moments of heightened sensed interconnectivity, with more-than-human bodies.  My fieldwork with the Bluetits suggests the physical, haptic, sensory pleasures in edgework, cannot be separated from the emotional rush of experiencing risk, as bodies, personal boundaries and sensory perceptions are reshaped by cold water.  Chapter 1 tells a story of methodology, immersion in “the field”, water and writing process.   Chapter 2, taking Pink’s (2016, pp.71-75) injunction of sensory ethnographic responsibilities seriously, attempts to minimise the gap between affective lived experience and theory (imagination) (Ingold, 2014, pp.283-395), offering a fictional auto-ethnographic account of a winter dip, inviting readers to imagine themselves in the position of researcher and collaborators.  Chapter 3, highlights ways researchers have imagined voluntary risk-taking in societies moving increasingly towards regulation and risk reduction, considering the relationship between Lyng’s (1990) edgework model and Csikzentmihalyi’s notion of Flow, in the light of my lived sensory experiences of chill swimming. Appendix 1 contains moving accounts of chill swimming written by Bluetits.
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Chapter 1: Immersion

I sit in my car gazing at the harbour, iron grey skies meeting muddy grey green sea. Choppy waves lap at the beach as foamy white crests swirl, dancing in the outer reaches of the bay. Bright buoys bob, a gang of gulls’ circle, squawking overhead. I am the first to arrive. Checking my phone, it is 2oC outside, water temperature between 8oC and 10oC. Large splotches of sleet land, softly wet kissing my windscreen, melt in the residual heat and dribble down the glass.  I wonder what I am doing in the name of research; if I might be taking too literally, the notion of full immersion and participant observation, the cornerstone of anthropology, described by Ingold (2018, pp.12-14) as a conversation in which anthropologist immersed both in world and relationship, learns alongside other people, about different ways of being and living.  For Ingold, participant observation is no longer a method of data collection, but a “commitment to learning by doing” allowing the “quality of the phenomenon” to remain in its own presence, rather than a data gathering mission enabling a researcher to “write up” other people.  “To practice participant observation is to undergo an education” (Ingold, 2014, pp 10 -14.), a process of “learning together with persons or things that capture your attention.”  To say I am about to undergo an education is no understatement. I am frightened of waves, of getting my face wet and going out my depth, even before I consider publicly stripping off on an icy spring morning. I am mentally preparing myself to swim in choppy seas during the first week of April, “to come to know as others do” (Pink, 2016, p.38), to briefly experience the world as a Chill Swimmer or Bluetit as they are locally known. I glance at the message before me: 
“You are never going to be prepared for it! It’s just cold water – won’t kill you I promise.  Its really not that big a deal.  We have just built up a culture that enables us never to feel very much – not too hot, not too cold … the first time you do it is terrifying.  You’ll never get away from that … I will spend a bit of time talking you through it if you think you would actually like to do it”
Not a big deal? Or terrifying? The two seem not to go hand in hand.  I am terrified and it does feel like a big deal.
Abu-Lughod (2008, p.ii) catching up with the Bedouin women whose lives inform her previous ethnographic fieldwork (1990), writes of the marginalisation of anthropological work explicitly focused on women, claiming “the urgency of feminist ethnography” has passed, meaning her explicitly gendered work has not received the interest or academic impact it merits.  Reading her work, as a white, middle class, forty-five year old, wife, mother and failed ex micro-business woman, performing gender as culturally prescribed (Butler, 1990), I felt her call to the ongoing need for paying attention to women’s lives. Lewis and Silverstein (2016, pp. 1-5) emphasise the relevance of anthropology as a discipline positioned to transform the world, potentially shaping a more just alternative.  They highlight the risk of reproducing systemic barriers and divisions through institutionalising the study of gender inequalities.   Whilst Lughod’s work speaks to a transnational feminism, challenging western perceptions of harmful cultural practices and the plight of “oppressed” Muslim women across the world, I needed fieldwork I could do at home, squeezed around family life and student commitments, potentially reproducing the divisions of white, “western” feminism with my partial, positioned truth (Lughod, 1991, pp.50-59).  Conscious of local economic difficulties and societal expectations of the ongoing separation of the intertwined public and private spheres of women’s lives, I wanted my research to focus on making visible and celebrating, the creative, community building contribution of women, running micro-businesses in West Wales, fulfilling Danahay’s (1997) understanding of autoethnography; research at home, within one’s own cultural milieu and an anthropology of making the familiar strange (Mannay, 2010, pp.91-111), a project seemingly rooted in social justice and improving women’s (albeit white, middle class) lives.  A friend introduced me to a small group of women, building a local business support network.  Given our shared gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status and life experiences, I was situated in “the space between”, defined in qualitative research as neither insider nor outsider (Kerstetter, 2012, pp.99-117), embarking on “safe”, easily accessible research, within my comfort zone. Attending their monthly meeting, I learnt half the group had become Bluetits in just three months. Two women arrived, straight from an impromptu swim, hair still damp, their faces glowing. With their arrival, other faces lit up, eyes gleamed, knowing glances exchanged, loud animated conversation and laughter filled the room – seemingly warrior women talking about ice miles and 5k swims, others making dates for a gentler morning dip on the local beach. Thoughts of business and every-day life forgotten, the room burst into life, excitement tangible. I could almost taste it, magic in the air, as I wondered about the connection between women running small businesses and cold swimming. Might there be a link between risk taking, decision making, empowerment, cold swimming and successfully running a small business? “It makes you braver”, “it becomes a mental health thing”, “I never want to go and my head finds all kinds of reasons not to but I need to go”, “it’s spread through the group like a virus”, the women shared.  My focus shifted as I wondered how chill swimming filtered through the lives and businesses of these women. I wanted to know if swimming changed the way they understood themselves and their businesses, how or if risk taking/adventure seeking in their social lives affected their professional lives. Scared of water, I wanted to understand its lure.  Anthropological fieldwork is intertwined with the personal, domestic, and professional, anthropologists working through aspects of their own lives whilst in the field (Caplan, 1993, pp.19-28).  An unexpressed, unacknowledged part of me, wanted in on that magic. “When communitas emerges, one feels it; … once we become familiar with its properties, it can be recognized as necessary for survival” (Turner, 2012, p.xii). Communitas is difficult to define, has endless variations and may appear unexpectedly, with people describing it as “stumbling on the best times they ever had” emerging when collectively engaged in a task with intense attention. Recalling that evening, it feels perhaps inevitable, I was drawn to the perceptible communitas embodied in that room. The living, collective joy, key to human survival and knitted sense of belonging pulled me like a magnet, despite or maybe because of my fear of water. 
My first chilly immersion was an intense skin tingling experience, physically and emotionally affective. I cried from fear as wild, biting waves hit me in the face, salting my mouth and skin, and with gratitude for the encouraging voices of women, doula-ing[footnoteRef:1] me into the water. Gripping their hands, breathing out as instructed, I used my voice, bellowing, as if I were birthing. Skin on wet skin, met sharp air and icy water. A galloping pony bolted through my mind, eyes wide with fear, whites exposed and rolling. No swim for me that day, limits reached with simple immersion. “Know and trust your limits”, “Respect them and the sea”, “Go at your own pace” empathic voices reassured, as I turned, running back to sand, skin on fire. The small group of women struck further out, meeting waves with glee, their laughter carrying on the wind. Almost incapable of thought, wrapped in my dressing gown and clutching a hot water bottle thoughtfully provided by the swimmers, I was simultaneously, myself yet not myself, a hot alive thing, encased in skin. A tiny fragment of life, blurring into vast landscape, never so aware of my skin as an organ, so unselfconsciously, intensely in my body and out of my head, as in that moment. Thrust out of my comfort zone, I tried to “make sense” of the experience.  There was a sense of something transformational I could not put into words. Later, considering the intense physicality and sensuality of the experience, I wanted to take a sensory approach to my research. Sensory ethnography leads to the invisible, the unexpected, things that people do not talk about, which are sensed and felt (Pink, 2012, p.53) with “sensually extreme” or “disorienting experiences”, “jolting” ethnographers, enabling them to access new ways of knowing (Hahn, 2006, pp.87-96) I had stumbled into a sensually extreme, jolting experience, left reaching for something felt but intangible, into the realms of doing sensory ethnography, somehow less purposeful but more open to possibility. [1:   Doula – The Oxford Dictionary definition: “A woman whose role is to give support, help and advice to a woman who is having a baby.”  Current usage is widely credited to Anthropologist Dana Raphael, protegee of Margaret Mead, who revived the ancient Greek term (meaning female slave) to describe the role of female caregiver, someone “mothering the mother” during labour, birth and the postnatal period.  The role has been extended to include full spectrum reproductive support (eg. abortion, stillbirth, miscarriage) and other significant life experiences.  ] 
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Stoller’s (1989)“Taste of Ethnographic Things” triggering the sensory turn in anthropology , and the work of Classen (1997) (1999), Guerts (2002) and Howes (2005) in an anthropology of the senses geared towards understanding cross cultural variations of sensory perception, the social value of sensory domains and relationships between meanings and social practice, has resulted in two emergent strands of sensory ethnography (Nakumura, 2013), the aesthetic-sensual ethnography rooted in conveying vivid, sensual immersion and Pink’s approach to using multi-sensorial, experiential data in fieldwork. Pink (2015 pp.46-48) describes sensory anthropology as both a methodology and an approach which invites ethnographers to use their own experience to imagine through their bodies, how other people feel, with the ethnographer’s responsibility to persuade readers to imagine themselves in the place of both ethnographer and participant, whilst sharing theory and points of learning.  Setting out key principles, Pink (2015, pp71-75) suggests engaging participants as collaborators rather than research subjects, paying attention to one’s own sensory subjectivity, informal interviewing as a “social event” or conversation, sensory elicitation, embodied participation, acting as a sensory apprentice, visiting multi-sited, sensory environments and writing in an auto-ethnographic style, with the ethnographer considering what they are seeking to know, how they might use their body and what method they might use. Following my first chilly immersion, I no longer knew what I wanted to know, only there was a felt, invisible secret to explore and experience with my body, women and water shaping my research. Given the intense physicality of the experience, asking about the lure of chill swimming seemed futile, akin to asking about the lure of sex.  Elliot and Culhane (2017, p. 11) assert “bodily and affective experience are part of ethnographic practice” that research “is as much about bodily attention …. as it is about what is told to you.”  
For Springgay and Truman (2018, no pagination) walking-with, in a more-than-human world “foot touches matter but matter touches foot as breeze touches skin … displaying the force of the world’s causal efficacy” actively connecting bodies, environments and sensory understandings as a way of being-with and becoming-with the world.  Lee and Ingold (2006, pp.67-86) highlight the relationship between walking, embodiment, and sociability, how people “make” their worlds journeying through the environment, their bodies in multisensorial contact with the ground.  Walking they assert, is not only a way of getting from A to B, but a form of intense attention-paying to the environment and a negotiation of paths through it, incorporating observation, monitoring, listening, remembering and touching, with knowledge created along the way, lying in personal experience. Sharing walks with people, they propose, enables the researcher to learn how to inhabit the world in a similar place, generating empathy and belonging. Walking is an intelligent activity (Ingold, 2004, pp.315-340), an embodied experience of movement, with knowing distributed through the whole body, in a field of relations with the world.  Ingold highlights that over 200 years, shoes have come to mediate human experience of the world, reducing haptic and kinaesthetic sensations, separating thought from action and mind from body, resulting in a skimming of the surface of the world.  It might be argued, clothes also mediate human experience. Whilst walking or mobile methods are increasingly used in anthropology, particularly in exploring human sensory experience and/or relationships with public and urban space, they are used less in rural or remote areas, although considered useful (Moretti, 2017, p.95). Extending concepts of mobile, walking methods to swimming, in rural Ceredigion, I knew how I would be using my body.  I would be sharing informal conversations with women in multisensorial journeys, swimming-with and becoming-with, unmediated by multiples layers of clothing, paying attention to my own haptic, kinaesthetic, sensory experience, in full bodily contact with and in water, as an environment.  I would be learning as a swimming novice with women and water, human and more-than-human collaborators, attempting to inhabit the world as a chill swimmer. 
Traditionally academia has privileged words and written text, as a means of sharing knowledge.  Sensory ethnographers increasingly use other mediums (art, photographs, audio recordings, film etc) to persuade their audience to imagine themselves in the place of ethnographer or participant and to share their research (Culhane, 2017, p.46).  I knew I could invite readers to imagine themselves in my swim-strokes and the world of chill swimmers, but felt deeply uncertain of the extent to which the intensity of those experiences might be communicated, using only my words or pictures, agreeing with Edensor cited by Ingold and Vergunst (2008, p.10) that “narrative writing can never capture more than a tiny proportion of the sensuality, affectivity, materiality and entropy of a walk” (or swim).   Hoping my multi-sensorial experiences “beyond language” might resonate with readers own lived outdoor, haptic experiences, despite textual limitations (Allen-Collinson and Leladaki, 2015), photographs are scattered liberally through my text, not for analysis or discussion, but as sensorial, material, embodied ways of knowing, (Pink, 2015, p.144) enhancing sensory connections for readers.
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Writing now, from the limbo-like ennui and suspended animation of Covid 19 lockdown, two months since I last swam with people in the cold sea, I can barely remember how it felt.  I run my hands under the cold bathroom tap, striving to capture a lived memory of sensation and experience.  A dis-membering and inadequate re-membering of a way of being, knowing and transforming.  Analysis corporeally informed, begins with and is inseparable from ethnographic encounters, although researchers attempting to impose order upon sensory experiences in hindsight, create an illusion of separation within the research process (Pink, 2015, pp. 140-143). Like countless anthropologists before me, juggling the imaginary, constructed boundaries of home and field, I experience a feeling of having left (an unwelcome separation from) the field (Amit, 2000, pp.1-18), a shift from “humaning” and “engaging with”, to “reportage” and “retrospective chronicling of lives  (including my own) … on the brink of disappearing” (Ingold, 2014, pp.283-395).  A re-imagination and “characterization” of both a time and joyful, visceral moments lived and currently left behind: like Ingold’s (2011. p.179) kite, a collection of bits and bobs spliced together, seemingly inert inside the house, but alive when caught in the swirling currents outside. Yet Ingold (2011, pp.141-165) imagines a world where knowledge is storied, where things occur and unfold, woven from a tangle of human and non-human lives and relationships, ever emergent, in the process of construction, meanings changing in the context of ongoing lives.  A complex cognitive process of transforming the raw material of bodily sensation into sensory data, then integrated knowledge as stories, brought to life in the company of listeners or readers.  Paths of lived experience retraced so others may follow or join. He makes little distinction between the physical and the imagination, saying “to walk (or in my case swim) is as much a journey in the mind, as it is to journey on land” (in water), with reading, a journey on the page, the story an invitation for readers to come along as fellow travellers. Writing in the time of Covid 19, I strive to retrace my steps, storying my knowing (relating to the world) and if Ingold is correct, growing through the telling (retracing) and hearing of it told, as I negotiate my continued journey.  Uncertain of trajectory or conclusion, I place my trust in Bochner and Ellis (2016, p.86) authors of Evocative Autoethnography: Writing Lives and Telling Stories, who refer to writing as a method of inquiry, a process of discovering the story in the experience, allowing the narrator to tentatively arrive at the place where the story rests.  Kirin Narayan (2012,p.13) author of Alive in the Writing: Crafting Ethnography in the Company of Chekhov confirms, feeling lost or uncertain of the main story is neither unexpected or problematic, with stories moving through several drafts, growing, emerging in the process, enabling the narrator to gradually sense the story of importance.  Sounding a note of caution, Kirin cites Strathern; bringing ideas to life is as important as bringing scenes to life.  
[bookmark: _Hlk44617478]Returning in my thoughts, to that essential, magnetic communitas which caught my attention, currently lost to the social isolation of lockdown, its collective joy is described by Turner (2012, p.8) as “notoriously shy … likely to turn to something else when watched.” Initial enthusiasm from my collaborators disappeared once my focus shifted entirely to chill swimming, invitations to swim drying up.  Acknowledging their right to withdraw from my research, I struggled with a sense of rejection. As I wrestle with writing I feel empathy for any reluctance in welcoming the eye of a researcher into the magic circle, recognising the difference between research aimed at celebrating women’s businesses and research exploring joyful personal experience of collective communitas. Having moved beyond “the space between” attempting to briefly experience the world of chill swimmers, to becoming a fully-fledged Bluetit and “complete member researcher” (Dwyer, 2008, pp.54-64) I have experienced fear of losing that visceral magic, as swimmer in the water and in my writing, and a sense of resentment, towards the process of thinking about, reading around and analysing the experience, rather than simply living and knowing chill swimming.  Fearful of losing that sensory, emotional, felt knowledge, in a sensible write up of experience, I had in my mind’s eye, a clear image, of holding out something precious and deeply felt, to the searing light of rationality, for clinical inspection, dissection, disembodiment, and analysis, wondering for what purpose, whose benefit and how it might be useful.  Also mindful of the benefits of trust, acceptance, common ground and shared experience, gained through achieving group member status and conscious of the limitations insider status can bring, including the potential for assumption making and difficulties arising in the separation of my own feelings and experiences, from those of others (Dwyer, 2009, pp.54-65). Having made the strange, familiar to me, rather than making the familiar strange, the enforced separation from women and water now seems almost essential in facilitating the writing process, with Ellis (2014) highlighting  auto-ethnographic research, focused on making sense of personal experiences, frequently centres on trauma or suffering, rather than pleasurable experience, those experiencing joy, finding themselves reluctant to pull themselves away from the fun to write, in a cognitive separation of the research process, reflecting what Ingold (2014, pp.383-395) might describe as an uncoupling of action and perception, observer and observed, and the schizophrenic nature of ethnography, in which theory is “simply imagination, nourished by observational engagements with the world.”   
Whilst Ingold (2014, pp.383-395) is sceptical of auto-ethnography, describing it as “ethnography where there are no people to describe but the self” and auto-ethnography has been criticized as offering little more than self-indulgent navel gazing or nothing beyond the reflexive, location of self within research methodology (Wall, 2016), autoethnographic writing allows for “subjectivity, emotionality and the researchers influence” (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011, pp.1-19) enabling the researcher to explore “a particular life to understand a way of life”, through the use of literary story-telling conventions, humanizing research processes and offering alternatives to dominant discourse (Denzin, 2003 cited in Lapadat, 2017, pp.589-603). The blurry border between ethnography, literature and fiction has long been acknowledged, with Clifford referring to ethnography as “faction” (Narayan, 1999, pp.134-147), highlighting that ethnography is an art and ethnographies skilfully crafted, “economies of truth”, produced through “lies of exclusion”, power inequalities and history working through them, “silencing incongruent voices”, shaping voices and “translating the reality of others” (Clifford, 1986, pp.6-9). Autoethnography aligns with Abu-Lughod’s (2008, pp.1-45) call for positional, descriptive, narrative storytelling, used as a powerful tool to subvert the process of hierarchy or “othering”, avoiding generalities by focusing on particularities, “refusing the power of social science to produce cultures”, and shying away from rigid prescriptions of what may be considered meaningful or useful research (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011, pp.1-19)  Ellis, Adams and Bochner argue autoethnography focuses on epiphanies which result from being a part of a community, bringing emotions, thoughts, and feelings into the work, to produce evocative and engaging texts, reaching audiences often ignored by academic research. That auto-ethnography incorporates “concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness and introspection” (Ellis, 2004,pp.xix) suggests an attempt at bridging the gap between practice and theory, action and imagination, observer and observed, contributing to a healing of “the rupture between imagination and real life” that Ingold calls for (2014, pp.383-395). If writing can be considered a method of inquiry, its purpose being to learn something unknown prior to the process (Ellis, 2004) its very process an education, autoethnography can contribute to emergent storied conversations, attuned to future possibilities, described by Ingold (2018, p.25) as a conversation of human life and the goal of anthropology. 
[bookmark: _Hlk44762351]Wall (2016) criticizes Ellis and Bochner’s approach of privileging evocative autoethnography and storytelling as a way of knowing excluding academic conventions, cautioning against slippage into literature rather than scholarship. Whilst acknowledging the need for creative innovative methods in research, Wall argues there is a prolific overuse of “unruly, formless evocative” methods, lacking in analysis, aimed at challenging academic conventions. Whilst established academics like, Behar (1996), Abu-Lughod (1999) Taussig (2004), Stewart (2007) Bochner and Ellis (2008), (2012) Hurston (2018) Ingold (2018) might produce knowledge (autoethnographic or not) flouting academic conventions, referencing, incorporating lengthy poems, unreferenced story-telling or pages of dialogue, I comply with academic conventions and structures, explicitly striving to demonstrate awareness of and connections to scholarly debate, weaving references and analysis through narrative, emotionality and subjectivity. Wall (2016) highlights the potential for flimsy attention to ethics in auto-ethnography and possibilities of emotional, psychological, or social dangers to researcher or collaborators, implicated in writing about shared personal experiences and co-constituted selves. Lapadat (2017, pp.589-603) warns although rooted in ethical intentions, autoethnography can be ethically fraught, inevitably resulting in work where researchers present themselves in a favourable light. “Relational concerns” may become complicated for auto-ethnographers with collaborators starting or ending as friends, the researcher continuing to live enmeshed in those relationships, once research is over, the ethics of friendship becoming a product of the research, merging with ethical concerns relating to anonymity and representation (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011, pp.1-19).  Lapadat (2017, pp.589-603) addresses further limitations of auto-ethnography proposing despite explicit aims relating to the democratisation of research, auto-ethnography limits research, to the storied experiences of elite university educated populations, favouring a collaborative approach to auto-ethnography, incorporating the work of non-specialist co-writers to broaden its scope. Striving to avoid “writing up” the lives of my collaborators (friends) whilst protecting the integrity of my research, I amalgamate many winter swims, my sensory experiences and the written and re-membered spoken words of Ceredigion Blutits, inviting readers to imagine themselves by our side, an icy wind nipping at their bare skin, in a fictional account of a winter dip.  Skirting around my discomfort with depicting or characterizing friends, risking the creation of “underdeveloped composite characters” of grounded qualitative research (Ellis, 2004, p.175), with a tenuous nod towards collaborative co-writing, I selectively incorporate my friends written or spoken words, alongside my own, inviting readers not to picture who they might be, their age, their life or social status, but to imagine their sensory experiences; bodily, sensory data, translated to meaning and storied knowledge, recognising I have maintained authorial and editorial control.  Their words written or spoken can be recognised, framed by “speech marks”, typed in italics, conforming to quotation etiquette.  
[bookmark: _Hlk37610674]My changing research focus and pursuit of ethics left me without specific research question or gatekeeper to ease my way.  I joined the Ceredigion Chill Swimmers closed Facebook group, discovering most women swam some distance to the south of the county. Without an established local swim group, I found myself making swim dates online with individual women, recently moved to the area, looking for friendship and belonging, or women like myself, newly interested in swimming. Both sociable and enjoyable, these encounters lacked that invisible magic of communitas (Turner, 2012) and sense of “extra-ordinary”, seeming fun yet ordinary, hardly the phenomenon which had captured my attention. I worried my research might come to nothing. Hahn (2006) writes, extreme experiences although deeply meaningful to the researcher, capturing attention and calling them to the field, are often unique and unrepeatable. By their very nature “extra-ordinary” rather than ordinary, re-orienting personal sensibilities and notions of extreme. Once an extreme edge is experienced, the threshold extends, with extreme now existing elsewhere. Later in my fieldwork, over the course of the winter, I experienced a series of firsts, continually extending the limits of my threshold as I was held both by women and water; first swim out of my depth,  skinny dip, dawn swim, dark swim, solo swim, ice swim, quarry swim, lake swim, swim in torrential rain, first body board in choppy waves, social media photographs wearing only a swimming costume.  But until autumn and the Bluetit Weekend arrived, precipitating my participation in the Winter Challenge, reduced swimming opportunities coupled with the arrival of summer and warmer water, meant I found myself  listening to podcasts, reading books on “wild swimming”, “lurking” on social media, soaking up digital impressions of swimming communities.  Disappointed, I was inadvertently carrying out an observational and almost non-participatory Netnography (Kozinets, 2010) frozen in the passive phase and position of online lurker or newbie, (Costello, McDermott and Wallace, 2017), forming judgements rather than carrying out sensory anthropology.  Podcasts and newspapers told stories of healing and transformation as well as a growing scientific interest in medical and physical benefits.  Wild swimming books hinted at more intense, visceral experiences (Alvarez, 2013), (Roper 2018) also highlighting a British history of mermaid mythology and powerful selkie magic (Runcie,2019) contrasting with centuries of women being denied access to swimming and open water (Ayriss, 2012) (Landreth, 2017).  With shy, slippery communitas in hiding, Facebook, Instagram and blogs suggested performative self-expression – painting a fun, wholesome, somewhat aspirational, outdoorsy middle class lifestyle, all campfires and coffeepots, big grins and glowing skin, dry- robes and cake; appearing reminiscent of glossy surf and camper van catalogues, mixed with a splash of quirky, rebellious, untamed woman.  Later, I became aware of the powerful role social media plays in the spread of chill swimming as well as its elicitation, enhancement, and production of continued sensory and affective engagement with both water and swimmers.
[image: ]
Bluetit Weekend September 2019 
Photographer: Kalindi Black

Over 100 women gathered to swim at the 2019 Bluetit weekend.  Fearful I had no “data”, I attempted to “informally interview” and record the stories of experienced cold swimmers.  I noticed far more interesting conversations arose when unprompted.  These equal, human to human interactions, rather than encounters between researcher and participant, occurred when mutually free of the self-consciousness imposed by my recording phone, curious questions, or technological failures. Abandoning my recordings yet ensuring I communicated my research purpose to swimmers, led to more meaningful conversations but also the jumbled, selective faulty re-memberings of conversation, later written up.  That weekend, communitas showed her face again, a second glimpse of that extra-ordinary, something special which first caught my attention. I decided to participate in the Bluetit Winter Challenge, swimming two or three times a week throughout winter.  For convenience I logged my swims on Facebook, sharing photos with a few words, documenting my experiences. These decisions changed the course of my life, my participation in the chill swimming community and my research.  Social media has become a place where people spend large parts of their life (Miller et al,2016, p.7) with the sharing of visual images becoming integral to communication and most human life.   Miller highlights there is no separation between “the virtual” world and “offline” life, that photo taking is never a moment of only documenting memories, rarely an unselfconscious act, with the moment of photography increasingly becoming part of the fun, enhancing the quality of experiences. “The core role of Facebook is to conduct, display and enact sociality” (Miller and Sinanan, p.28), sharing photos on social media, triggering reactions from others, affirming friendships, moments of fun, being silly or playful together.  “Group selfies” particularly, affirm relationships (Miller and Sinanan, 2017 pp.11-30).  
My lurking days over, I became a visible member of the chill swimming community, on and offline, flitting between swim groups along the coast, contributing to the growth of a local group of newbies.  No longer curiously asking why women swam, I shifted from aspirations of sensory anthropology, asking curious questions or seeking stories of transformation, to living chill swimming and what Tedlock in 1991 described as “observant participation” (Elliot and Culhane, 2017, p.10) rather than the more traditional “participant observation” which positions researcher as active observer and participants as passive observed objects.  This change in language acknowledges a shift to “insider” status.   Three weeks into logging my swims online, her eyes sparkling with merriment, that “cast iron dedication” to encourage newbies, seeping from her, one Bluetit commented, “You are not just doing this for research now are you?”.  I began receiving private messages, invitations to swim with small friendship groups, outside of meets arranged on the public forum and invitations to swimming and non-swimming events (birthday celebrations, Christmas meals, Book Clubs, walks, weekends away).  Although it had not been my conscious intention to become an insider, I now knew and felt the lure of both community and cold water.  I began paying attention to the language used by Bluetits, how they engaged with each other and the water, and to the repeated verbal or written expressions of joy and delight, gone unnoticed until experienced for myself.   
My online participation, proving to be much more than a documentation of experiences, became an extension of sensory anthropology or “mediated sensory ethnography” (Pink, 2015, p.117 -137).  Pink (2015, p.118) stresses the digital world is a part of our everyday environment, part of how we live and understand the environment and our lives, contributing to their ongoing constitution.  She highlights the interconnectedness of the senses and the evocative multisensorial nature of film useful for evoking past sensorial ethnographic encounters, citing McDougall, “the world is not apart from, but within the filmmaker and viewer” and “we see with our whole bodies” (2015, p.124).  Winter swimmers take great pleasure in filming, sharing, and viewing films or photographs of themselves and other swimmers entering the water.  They relish taking and viewing post swim group selfies and grins, with online sharing provoking conversation. Although few swimmers have waterproof cameras, films which capture the sounds of swimmers entering the water or photographs capturing close-up facial expressions in the water, provoke the greatest delight. I 
[bookmark: _Hlk40295242]realised my online sharing of photos and brief swim stories brought together our interconnected senses, enabling ongoing sensory engagement with water and other swimmers, reconfirming affective lived experiences, invoking memories, instigating future swims, capturing the attention and imagination of swimmers and wannabe swimmers.  My online posting elicited unselfconscious interactions with swimmers in a way that “informal interviews” did not.  Ethically it felt blurry as research melded with life, eliciting reactions from people unaware of or forgetful of my research purposes. 
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"Wild and Frothing, we take our body boards squealing with delight” March 2020 
 Photographer: Lesly Simmons


Conscious I had become an “insider”, concerned I had talked too much and listened too little, I approached women from Bluetit groups along the coast asking if they would write a paragraph or two about Chill Swimming, focused in a way that was meaningful to them; a stream of consciousness, random words or sentences, an account of a memorable swim  (first, good or bad etc) or an amalgamation of many swims.  I also invited them to share a drawing, photo, poem, or song which encapsulated their experiences or feelings if preferred.  Fifteen women responded in writing.  Their “swim scribbles” can be found in Appendix 1 with their thoughts, feelings or experiences blended into our fictional swim. Narayan (1999, pp.134-147) attempting to map the blurry border between fiction and ethnography, charts a long history of anthropological novels and the feminist reclamation of experimental, fictional writing from a hidden lineage of female anthropological ancestors.  As a writer of novels and ethnography, Narayan writes, “both ethnography and fiction are representations of reality”, with accountability to the world and open disclosure key to recognizing the shifting border.  Attempting to join a lineage of experimental anthropological female ancestors, I use “you” rather than I” in my fictional auto-ethnographic account , placing readers at the heart of the action, an invitation to accompany the Bluetits on a journey, feeling the joy of cold swimming as “edgework” (Lyng, 1990). Milanovic (2005, p.69) alleges most edgework research relies on rational, outsider specialists creating meaning and offering analysis to explain experiences frequently deemed ineffable by practitioners (Lyng, 1990). He argues there is a need for experiential, autoethnographic texts, focusing on liminal, epiphanal moments, offering glimpses of edgework in action, with the phenomenology of pleasure, important to understanding what it means to be human.  Classen (2005, p.69) confirms research focusing on pleasure is rare, perhaps deemed too frivolous or bourgeois for serious scholars.  Yet in Turner’s (20112) opinion, collective joy is necessary to human survival.  Despite jarring with my need to engage in research, rooted in social justice, my story contributes towards filling that gap.









Chapter 2: Swimbling


[image: Image may contain: text]
Swimbling 
Slow Swimming Facebook Group 2019


Although some Bluetits have a lifelong love and affinity for water, many have a more ambivalent relationship.  Important to some, swimming as a physical act is not always the most important part of a winter swim, immersion in cold water being key to the experience.  In the words of a friend, 
“I realise …  it is about being in the water …  kayaking … being on the water is totally different … I used to scuba dive … I miss that complete immersion … being in the water.” 
This is echoed in online conversations of winter swimmers and seen in the term “swimbling” (see Appendix 2), or swimming without purpose. Swimming is a movement, a way of travelling through and with water, a means of experiencing or knowing its materiality along with a myriad of more-than human bodies (wind, sand, clay, rocks, seaweed, algae, animal life etc).  A fluid movement-with the world. “With winter swimming the getting in is always a challenge”. Join us oh reader, fellow traveller upon the page, in a fictional account of a winter swim, as we dance with the world.
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Blues and greys call, a small shiver as you pull your coat closer November 2019	 
Photographer: Kalindi Black


You arrive, a fluttering sensation felt in your gut, you name it as nervous trepidation and excitement.  A felt physical memory and anticipation of sensations to come  - of water, stinging skin, cold reaching  into your inner core, that sharp intake of breath as you are enveloped, chest, neck, and shoulders, voice roaring as you remember to breathe, forcing the out breath.  Glance up at the sky, then across the bay, a myriad of blended blues and greys call.  A small shiver as you pull your coat closer, wondering if you want to swim today.  
On the beach, you join a small group of women, neither young nor old, stripping away warm layers, lingering memories of heat wafting from fabrics cast aside and skin.  Cold air nibbles skin, goosepimples, swimming costumes, bobble hats and every day chat affording us courage.  In fewer layers now, the air seems warmer than it did hunched inside your coat, a little “less brave … on your own.”  You notice the flat outgoing tide.  Just how you like it.   No waves to dictate the pace of immersion, but the potential for niggling moments of fleeting fear, in a treacly return swim, the grasping pull of an outgoing tide slowing progress back to hot water bottles and warm layers your tingling skin cannot feel, but your core will appreciate, flasks of tea and apple cake, promising protection from the notorious “after-drop”.  We prepare to “swimble” in wintery winds and waters, our everyday chat punctuated by individual running commentaries of our moment by moment experiences. This is the start of the intense attention chill swimmers, pay to what Ingold (2011, pp.125 - 126) refers to as the “weather world” or “the world worlding”.
“oooh … it’s icy today.  I’m just not feeling it … it was colder yesterday” 
“My feet are like blocks of ice …  Look at the water though.  Such pretty ripples.” 
“Soooo inviting.  Positively balmy” 
“I’m raring to go.  I really need this swim after this week” 

A dusky, chilly swim beckons as a few fat icy raindrops tease bare skin, threatening deluge from the darkening sky, where wind and water meet. Pretty ripples swirl in reflected glintings of harbour lights, sand shifts, cold and grainy between your toes as you huddle, coat over costume, waiting for the group to finish stripping off.  


[image: ]
Stripping off February 2020
 Photographer: Kalindi Black
Carried by the exuberance of fellow tits, you make your way to the waters’ edge, conversation revolving around the textures and sensations of the weatherworld. First to enter the water, you stride, feet burning, foot-feeling your way, cold water numbing ankles to the bone.  Knee deep now, sharp shingle - a swathe of crunchy white shells only visible at low tide - underfoot, anticipating the moment of crossing to less invasive, firm, undulating sand.   Thigh deep you pause, hovering, waiting for the next milestone.  Full body scans and Tits and Bits and Artic Flaps, “gloriously unfiltered”, extremities un-self-consciously included in conversation: ankles, knees, crotch, belly button, nipples, shoulders, neck meeting water.  There is always that uncomfortable moment, half in, half out where you wonder if you can take the plunge.  Everyone finds their own way in.  The flappers and the shriekers, the dunkers and the dippers and the divers, straight in, gasping as they swim.  Bellows, squeals, shrieks of laughter, women moving past you, “the ridiculous hilarity of getting into cold water”. First in but always last to immerse, you watch as women, shoulders hunched, arms outstretched, like birds in flight, hands hovering above icy water, dither at the halfway point, delaying the anticipated moment of complete immersion.  
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The Halfway Point February 2020 	
Photographer: Lesley Simmons


Tentatively, tip toeing as water rises, you count to three then dunk.  A short sharp shock, your shoulders are in.  Then out again and count to three.  Not for you the divers gasp. You watch others striking out, textures of water and buoyancy discussed, frothiness, bounciness, or liquid silk, velvety smooth, soupy, or soft, the ever-changing sensation of cold water on skin.  Count to three.  Dunk again, bellowing, breathing and you are immersed.  Lovely, invigorating silky water, body-numbing cold “pressing into your veins”, eye level with glinting ripples.  Seeping cold, distinguishing flesh from bone, a dull ache in the small of your back, ankles, knees and wrists, fatty areas making their presence felt. “Boom your body adjusts … an incredible feeling”, that “weird sensation as your body acclimatises … no longer feeling so cold”, “feeling vibrant in your skin.” Out of your depth, “held by water”, sleek, “a weaving seal”, in “weightless” fluid motion, turning a 360 circle, admiring the dusky colours of the evening sky.  It’s the “God moment”, the “moment where you have taken all the drugs”, “the moment where it is just you and your relationship with the sea” “a moment of bliss, of connection to where the water and sky meets … where everything else melts away”, “in dialogue with a vast entity.”  That moment of heightened sensory perception where all the colours pop, sharply defined and beautiful in their pinky-blue-grey shades, “every cell in your body alert and alive”.  “Skin to Skin … with the universe in every orifice.” “From the chaos of your internal world rises complete silence.” 
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Skin to Skin with the Universe July 2020 
Photographer: Aelwen Morris

“You see and feel … the vast overwhelming restless horizon … the power of the ever-changing organic body of water, filling your body”, “Sometimes you look around … and feel so full …. So satiated”, drinking in, absorbing all the mouth-wateringly deliciousness of colour popping beauty. Then, striking out, towards the company of shining-eyed, smiling women, “the people who make it possible to swim … who share the love of the shock of cold water”, “they make you laugh and feel like you belong”, “sharing our collective, weightless joy”, “chatting as we swim”, playing like 5 year olds, at synchronised swimming, held in “graceful weightlessness” by watery support.  The everydayness of the ordinary, extra-ordinary experience of cold swimming in “liquid heaven.” “Pushed out of your comfort zone … out the other side, braver and proud”, clumsy hands, tingling toes, wild wind and warm of heart. “In the frantic faffing of getting dry” and after swim shivers, you sip hot tea, having exited the sea, reluctantly “relinquishing this superpowered way of experiencing the world.” 
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 Clumsy Hands and Tingling Toes, Wild Wind and Warm Heart February 2020	 
Photographer: Kalindi Black

 Driving home in the relaxed rosy afterglow of warm, soft limbs, “grinning like a fool”, singing with the radio “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien” you “return to being-all-the-things-to-all-the-people”.  You never regret a swim. “The sea … does whatever is needed …that day … that time, whether it be exhilarating, friendship, calmness or time alone, every swim is different. The courage to overcome self-doubt in the sea enables you to overcome every-day self-doubt.” You feel the fear as you “pad across the sand …in the freezing cold – it never diminishes but … it isn’t your master – it’s just an irritating little voice.”
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Bluetits February 2020 
Photographer: Lesley Simmons







Chapter 3: Imagining the “meaning of it all”?
“Much of edgework experiences are ineffable.  Confronted with being immersed in the Real, it is only the momentary imaginary construction that can provide the ‘meaning of it all’” (Milanovic, 2005, p.56)

During my fieldwork, as I learned to know and love cold water, my focus shifted from seeking to understand the ‘why’ of Chill Swimming and needing to explain strange behaviour, to observing the ‘how’ of chill swimming.   In the context of late stage capitalism, in which degrees of socially sanctioned risky behaviour, is increasingly valorised as entrepreneurial spirit, essential to productivity and profit, becoming expected in the workplace and commodified (Lyng, 2005, pp.7-10), winter swimming is framed as socially sanctioned gendered edgework (Laurenderau, 2008), deemed suitable for women with menopausal or mental health issues.  My fieldwork reveals winter swimming in action, sits on the cusp of Lyng’s (1990) Edgework Model and Csikszentmihalyi’s Optimal Flow State (1990), recognised by Lyng as related experiences, with Edgework relying on “anxiety producing chaos” to produce a state of heightened self-consciousness, contrasting with Flow States which rely on intense focus on a limited set of stimuli, producing a loss of self-consciousness (Lyng, 1990, pp.851-886)  Lyng does not explore the relationship further, proposing more research is needed.  Subsequent edgework researchers have focused on extending or applying his model to explain wide ranging risky behaviours (Lois,2001) (Lyng,2005) (Bromley, 2007) (Landereau,2008) (Cotterill,2010)  (Shay, 2015) (Hart, 2015) (Newmahr, 2017).  A self-confessed edge-worker, Lyng’s ground-breaking, empirical model, sought to step outside the realms of pure psychology, incorporating historical and sociological factors, shaping risky behaviours, in risk-averse societies, where unnecessary risk is framed as irresponsible or deviant (Lupton, chpt. 8, no pagination).  Lyng firmly positions voluntary risk-taking as a leisure experience, essential to the wellbeing of certain individuals (mostly white, middle class men), motivated by the need to escape the social constraints of industrialised, capitalist society; a tension reducing behaviour in which practitioners experience a sequence of emotions (degrees of fear, exhilaration, omnipotence, capability and alterations in perception or consciousness), experiencing themselves “as purely acting entities leading to a magnified sense of self”, a sense of becoming one with technology (eg. race car) or environment and stepping into a “hyperreality” described by edge-workers, as a “seeming more real” than the circumstances of everyday life.  For Lyng edgework is characterised by putting oneself into threatening situations and through the development of skills employed to negotiate the cultural boundaries of order and chaos, sanity and insanity, life and death, pleasure found in negotiating these limits, rooted in the ability to maintain an illusion of control, producing “the rush” and emotional rewards of the experience.  Edgework is understood as an activity rooted in experiencing the pleasure of risk itself, as opposed to risk undertaken in the pursuit of other ends.  In contrast, Optimal Flow States also relate to a sense of control or self-mastery but more specifically, a sense of participation in life, free of social controls, with the best moments occurring “when a person’s mind or body is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort” (Csikszentmihalyi,1990, pp.4-5) in active moments which merge action and awareness (1990, p.53).  Risks may be taken in the pursuit of flow states, as they require intense effort in which people become so involved, they lose awareness of themselves as separate from their actions, recognising they are “the flow”, the only purpose to keep on flowing (1990, pp.41-42).  Flow experience can be achieved through any activity (risky or non-risky) found intrinsically rewarding.  Like edgework, flow state may cause alterations in perceptions of time, having an addictive quality, yet flow is seemingly characterised by an absence of emotions, as action and awareness merge, potentially becoming a “state of ultimate enjoyment” (Boniwell, 2008).
Prior to Lyng’s edgework model, research relating to voluntary risk-taking assigned pathologized personality types, loftily categorising voluntary risk-takers as narcissistic, philobatic, sensation seekers, voluntary risk-taking framed as deviant or self-destructive, carried out as means to an end. Lyng’s work transformed understanding of the transcendent pleasures of extreme sports, with subsequent scholars realising edgework is subjective and wide ranging.  Milanovic (2005, pp.51-74) proposes edgework sits on a continuum, varying in duration, intensity, and manner, ranging from commodified edgework of rollercoasters and adventure holidays, workplace risks, sneaky thrills, extreme sports, to transcendent activities.  Taking a sensory approach, I noticed the lack of research reflecting haptic, sensory aspects of edgework, which in winter swimming I experienced as inextricably tangled with emotional rewards.  I found nothing to assist me in imagining the lure or addictive nature of edgework, the research disconnected from full bodied, affective experience, despite Lyng (1990) (2005) and Milanovic’s (2005) recognition of its visceral, felt nature. In distancing his work from pathologized “sensation seeking” behaviours, to rationalise activities deemed foolhardy, Lyng removed bodies and physical pleasure from his work, excluding from the discourse, haptic, sensory aspects, despite elevating visceral emotionality.
As a less-than-graceful dyspraxic woman, short sighted, visually unobservant, a self-confessed sensation seeker or avoider, experiencing great pleasure in or aversion to the textures and sensations of the world, I revelled in the confidence and self-efficacy produced through facing my fears and extending my limits, newly awakened to the sensory pleasures of being “a flaming body of blind feeling, sleeking along in the luminous roughage of the sea’s body” (Mary Oliver, 1990). Recognising my degrees of fear and sensory pleasure differ from those experienced by other swimmers, my fieldwork pointed towards winter swimmers experiencing the heightened sense of self, produced through edgework and the merged sense of self felt during flow.  Winter swimming combined the intense focus needed for flow states (Boniwell, 2008), moments of anxiety producing chaos and hyper-focus approaching and negotiating the edge (Lyng, 1990,pp.851-886), intentional self-testing, sense of self-efficacy, self -determination and empowerment achieved through taking higher than normal risk. (Shay,2015,pp.203-229),  collective joy emerging when groups are engaged in paying intense attention to a collective task (Turner, 2012) and the unexpected, autotelic pleasures of becoming a lived body in water (Throsby, 2013), creating the “ultimate state of enjoyment”. Where the edgework model seemed rooted in rationalising risky behaviour, Csikszentmihalyi (1990), although perpetuating the Cartesian mind/body split, recognises the merging of body and mind, in the creation of flow states. Milanovic (2005) in his reworking of the edgework model highlights the Cartesian mind/body split, privileged in edgework research, seeking to provide a new framework, merging body and mind, drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s understandings of “Bodies Without Organs” (BWO), proposing edge-workers, experience moments of being BWO.  The goal of auto-ethnography being to create space to ask questions (Ellis, 2014) I propose the relationship between edgework and optimal flow experience, might be found by exploring excluded sensory aspects of edgework, lost to rationalising emotional rewards and explaining away the physical experience of becoming one with and “hyperreality” - described by Lyng (1990,p.862), as stepping into a reality that “seems” more real than the circumstances of everyday life, during the merging of action and awareness in the hyper-focus of approaching the edge and the pleasures of becoming an autotelic lived body. 
Newmahr’s (2012) critical feminist expansion of edgework, based on her fieldwork within Sado-Masochist (SM) communities, brings bodies back into edgework.  Extending the model beyond its masculinist ideologies and Laurenderau’s (2008) recognition that edgework activities are gendered performance, Newmahr challenges the entire framework, arguing it is rooted in narratives of masculinity, mastery, control of self and romantic conquest of the wilderness.  She extends the model to include emotional and psychological risk-taking, arguing edgework can be collaborative, interdependent activity, in which human bodies act upon each other, requiring one another to construct and negotiate the edge, through cooperation, trust, and vulnerability. Building on Newmahr’s expansion, accepting that to become an adult human is to become-with-many (Harraway, 2008, p.4), human and non-human species, making each other in their encounters, considering edgework through the lens of New Materialities, recognising the creative force of water shaping human lives (Attala, 2019). I include the collaborative contribution of more-than human bodies, enabling and shaping the winter swimming experience.  Recognising winter swimming as moments of cooperation, trust, and vulnerability in interdependent collaboration between bodies, made safe by the company of women, might shed light on the relationship between edgework and flow states. Focusing particularly on the contribution of cold water, points to the experience of immersion and absorption, enabling a heightened sensory experience of the world, which the OSS might describe as “slipping into an unrecognisable reality”, potentially Lyng’s (1990) hyperreality.
Once more-than-human bodies are understood as co-producers of the risk experience, hyperreality might be understood as an unrecognisable physical everyday reality, experienced as lived moments of heightened corporeal and elemental awareness, resulting from moving differently through the world, rather than a heightened emotional state in which the experience merely “seems” more real than everyday life. The senses mediate our relationship with the world, physical experiences, and ideas, with bodies producing both the senses and sensory interpretations in an ongoing way (Allen-Collinson and Leladaki, 2015, pp.). Winter swimming described by one Bluetit as being “skin to skin with the universe … in every orifice”, the relationship with cold water could not be more intimate or real, as women become-with (Harraway, 2008) cold water. “Touching one another is what makes bodies, bodies” (Nancy, 1993, cited in Classen, 2005, p. 6), the amount of touch declaring and reinforcing relationships (Classen,2005, p.20), tactility reminding us we are actors within the world rather than observers (2005, p.78) skimming its surface.  Whether experiencing the hyper-focus required to approach the edge or the complete concentration needed to enter a flow state, being enveloped in and absorbing cold water forces a merging of action and awareness, body and mind, enabling Bluetits to experience heightened moments of sensed interconnectivity, an internally felt declaration of relationship, experiencing Lyng’s sense of being at one with, in a heightened state of reality and loss of self-consciousness in Csikzentmihalyi’s flow state.
[bookmark: _Hlk47354000][bookmark: _Hlk47354034]“Haptic engagement with the world is close range … a mindful body at work with materials” (Ingold, 2011, p.133).  We live and breathe air, moisture, light and other substances as we mingle with the world, every inhabitant incorporating and combining wind, rain, sunshine and earth, a part of the world in its worlding (Ingold, 2011, pp.115-124).  Yet our weather-world has almost become immaterial as our relationship, understanding and pleasure in the world has become increasingly optical, observational and distanced, touch and tactility increasingly inappropriate as way to know the world, with the emergence of a culture of comfort since the 1700’s entwined with status and elegance and associated with happiness (Classen, 2012, pp.147-166) mediating our relationship and changing our haptic experience, Haptic engagement reaches beyond touch, to include internally felt sensations; kinaesthesia, proprioception, vestibular, sense of self and visceral feelings (Allen-Collinson and Leladaki, 2015, pp.457-470), the internally felt, “seselame, feel-feel-at-flesh- inside (feeling in body, flesh or skin)” described in Guerts (2002, p.10) ethnographic fieldwork.  Allen-Collinson and Leladaki (2015, pp.457-470) in “Sensing the Outdoors” state haptic engagement in elemental encounters, generate a heightened sense corporeal aliveness, the senses working at an intense level, to create a bodily high, in which boundaries of pleasure and pain blur, an engaged sense of being-in-the-world emerging, experience shaped by the haptic touch of the elements.  In the words of a friend: 
“ I’ll deliberately wait until it rains ... or until it gets dark, that’s when I’ll go … it’s far more invigorating ….I want to feel  … the wind, that cold rain on my back, the dark … it’s probably different for everybody … the sense of achievement and that nobody else is doing it … all of that those aspects … it varies for everybody … but it’s the cold I’ve not felt since earlier this year … I’m looking forward to getting cold again … that’s where the hit comes”
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December Dark 2019            
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Allen-Collinson et al (2016, pp.203-305) propose “thermoception” or a lived sense of temperature is a distinct sensory category.  Although “no one sense dominates how environments or practices are experienced” Pink (2015, p.11), thermoception is useful to consider winter swimming experiences, in relation to Lyng’s hyperreality.  Allen-Collinson et al’s research focusing on lived experience of heat rather than cold, proposes thermoception is a felt introceptive, inner sense, like kinaesthesia, balance, proprioception, nociception, (pain perception) and mechanoreception (pressure perception), and a “physically-culturally specific bodily way of knowing and sense-making”, requiring learning to live with and endure temperature related discomfort, sustained engagement changing the way it is experienced.  They highlight whilst tactility in the touch of icy rain on skin is an aspect of thermoception, temperature is experienced inside the body, noticeably so in sporting activities like running or swimming, in which participants pay attention as they breathe, taking into themselves, atmosphere and elements. Temperature work particularly is associated with experiencing a sense of “aliveness”, feelings of vitality, energy, and pleasurable sensations of folding into the landscape.  Employing the hyper-focus of edgework and/or the intense concentration needed for flow, though co-operation, trust and vulnerability, women move through and with cold water, co-producing heightened sensual moments in which interconnectivity is corporeally noticed, the mind-body-world-nexus experienced as a sense of vital aliveness (Allen-Collinson et al, 2016), physically “more real than the circumstances of everyday life” (Lyng, 1990, pp.851-886), generating an active sense of participation in the world (Czikzentmilhalyi, 1990), in an alternative sensing of the environment as they collaboratively and inter-dependantly become-with other more-than-human bodies.  Referring back to Milanovic’s (2005) reworked edgework model, the edgeworker is body and mind at work, experiencing sensed moments of being BWO, operating on a molecular level, always becoming something with other interconnected, more- than-human becomings, and edgework the yearning of BWO to return to integrated body and mind.  I propose the relationship between Edgework and Flow might be found not in similar aspects of control needed to pursue the experience, but in the heightened sensings of interdependent connectivity generated during intense elemental encounters, requiring the merging of action and awareness, experienced as Lyng’s Hyper-reality or Csikzentmihalyi’s Flow state, edgeworkers momentarily experiencing themselves as flow, the only purpose to keep flowing echoing the words of a friend, “I just feel so … connected … it meets so many needs … but it just makes me feel connected”.
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Conclusion

Covid lockdown is easing and winter moves closer.  Content I have held onto the magic of winter swimming, my rose-tinted, nostalgic anticipation of that deep inner cold, is growing with the hope I have conveyed some of its magic on the page, in my sensory imaginings of the relationship between Edgework and Flow.  Building on Milanovic’s reworking of the Edgework Model and Newmahr’s feminist expansion including the collaboration of bodies, through the lens of New Materialities I have focused on thermoception as a co-produced aspect of the winter swimming risk experience, proposing the sensations of becoming one with and hyperreality in edgework are heightened, sensings of the world, every bit as real as “the everyday circumstances of life” during the a merging of action and awareness, similar to Flow experience, rather than a heightened emotional state.  I have not touched upon how other introceptive, felt senses might contribute to winter swimming or other edgework experiences, imagining further research recognising the affectivity of haptic encounters will shed further light on the relationship between Edgework and Optimal Flow experience.  So fellow traveller upon the page, I end our shared journey of cognitive imaginings to return to the joy of merged action and awareness in chill swimming.












Appendix 1: “Swim Scribbles”
Written by a handful of Ceredigion Chill Swimmers at my request.  I approached women from several different swim groups asking if they would write me a paragraph or two about Chill Swimming, focused in a way that was meaningful to them – a stream of consciousness/ random words or sentences, an account of a memorable swim (first, good or bad) or an amalgamation of many swims.  I also invited them to share a drawing, photo, poem or song that encapsulated their experiences or feelings if they preferred.  Fifteen women shared their swim scribbles with me.  Two also shared their accounts in blogs.  I have not edited either flow, spelling or grammar of the original writings.  I have anonymised accounts, editing out names of people, places and groups other than the Bluetits that might reveal identities.  Although reluctant to assign numbers to people’s stories, West Wales is a small community and retaining first names or initials felt as if it would compromise anonymity.  For those Bluetits who have requested copies of my dissertation, they may have heard snippets of these stories from their authors already and might enjoy playing “Guess Who”?












Swim Scribble 1 
I’ve always loved water, from swimming in the river and building rafts during my school years in a tiny hamlet, to rowing, swimming and an attempt at paddleboarding as I settled down to life beside the sea.  However, I have always been a fairweather enthusiast until this September when I joined the Bluetits.  Whether it’s the fact that you swim with like-minded people or whether it’s the exhilaration following your “dip” – whatever it is, it gives you an instant bond with total strangers and keeps you coming back for more.  No matter how often you swim there’s still that trepidation and gasping for breath as you first enter the water and then amdist the laughter, swearing, shivering – boom your body adjusts and its just an incredible feeling.  The best swims are when there’s a swell, laughing and bobbing along in mother nature’s funfair – as they say in Gavin and Stacey – it’s LUSH. 














Swim Scribble 2
I started swimming on Halloween 2019.  I’m having mixed emotions at the moment over swimming.  It is totally invigorating whilst you are in the sea but I seem to be having quite a low feeling in the evening.  
There are so many emotions linked to open water swimming.  First there is the anticipation of standing on the shore and the fear of that first step into the cold.  Then you have to overcome the “flight” reaction and push yourself to carry on.  After a few minutes you really start to relax and enjoy the sensations of the cold and tingly feelings on your skin.  
For me the most cathartic part of the swim is when you stop and look out over the ocean.  I often get quite emotional at this point.  I have a lot of changes in my life right now – and I just feel free!
On leaving the water I feel very warm and think I could have stayed in longer.  Apparently it’s not a good idea though.  Hypothermia is a strong possibility. Next is the dash to get dressed before the post swim cold kicks in.  
I find I take a long time to warm up and sometimes it feels like I could sleep for hours or I’m so invigorated I could walk for miles or clean the house!  
I’m not sure why the low energy occurs.  Maybe it’s the drain of energy I’ve used. In general I think cold water swimming is doing my mental health wonders.  It’s a great way to meet new people and overcome self-esteem issues.  All the people I have met have been wonderful and friendly and welcoming.  
Despite my apprehension of the moment I will definitely be continuing to swim in the cold cold water.  I do also love other people’s reactions to my photos or posts.  It gives me a confidence boost and makes me feel proud that I can do it.




Swim Scribble 3
When I’m in water I feel properly alive.  My skin fits and I love my body.  I can do somersaults and amazing handstands.  The water holds me.  I love the ridiculous hilarity of getting into cold water!! I love it that nothing really matters – it makes me laugh.
My closest friends are swimmers, men and women who can let everything go and frolic amongst the seaweed.  I love it that we will do anything to get in some water … and then we will shiver together as we try and get our clothes back on. When I’m on my own I’m less brave but I will play with foamy waves for hours or swim around a duck pond as summer smells float above the water.  It brings me back to myself.
Some favourite swims:

The Magic Hole – where some student friends (still v. close) and I would clamber over barnacled rocks to the deep water and kelp forests … just to chat really.
Icy Snowdonia – walking up in the hills and then cracking thick ice with an almost stranger (now a dear friend) to swim naked under ice.
L**** and the Mud – determined to swim we walked out for miles over gnarly pebbles giving up when the water was up to our ankles … where we wallowed and laughed – we could say we’d been swimming
Our Duck Pond – it’s different every day.  Sometimes it smells of ducks.  Sometimes it smells of flowers.  I was attacked once when a dragonfly larva got stuck in my costume.  Safer without it!

I have walked for miles to get into water.  Once I’m in it’s aaaaaa …..




Swim Scribble 4
Piscean, I took to water young like it was my birthright. Early memories of the sea on holidays remind me of the interplay between fun and solitude. I could be in the company of another one minute and submerged beneath a wave the next, weaving and diving like a seal.
I could have died. The instant of it happening was like stepping through a loop in time and space. One minute I was playing and the next minute the people on the shore looked like dots. I felt very calm, I felt an angelic hand holding up my chin as a man with flippers and a mask swam out to hold me; he led me to the rocks along the shoreline and my 7 year old feet were cut by the scramble back to the beach where my angry calm father held me and I looked out at the horizon, certain I had been touched by God.
Never deterred. Whenever I got the chance to I would be in the water. I loved to twist through waves. To float amongst the sparkles of the sun. I never caught cold; my fleshy form revelled in the coolness.
Adolescence saw me swim as my preferred form of exercise. I lost sense of being a weaving seal and plowed the lengths of pools for applause. Outward bound I loved to canoe only so I could capsize and enjoy that shock once more of being alive; permission to surface, screaming with joy and look into the shining eyes of my companions full of the shared experience of courage.
I left home and abandoned my self and my seal-hood altogether. I studied, I worked. I lost myself in perfectionism and people pleasing. I still pounded out the lengths at the pool but no one applauded any more; it was just me trying to keep fit. Devoid of joy.
I remember a holiday I took in my 20s to Greece. I had the chance to dive off a ship. I had forgotten the courage it took to dive hands and head first. I couldn’t any more. I jumped feet first; a substitute act. The fall between the stepping off and the water was timeless and forever. Then I was in. Cold pressing into my veins. I went deep and as I emerged to the surface gasping and laughing I was for a moment that child again.
I was pretending to be adult. The working, the paying of bills, the forced relationships, the perpetuate feeling of failure. I couldn’t sustain it, my mental health failed. All my crutches of false-worthiness were kicked away by life. I didn’t know how to stand. I fell.
In a long and dark underworld I wandered. Swathed in my duvet and self pity. I rarely felt warm never mind how much I tried to warm up. I was frozen inside. The rivers, lakes and ocean called me.
And I went. Naked. Far away from mirrors and photographs and sighing eyes; I stood with the wind kissing my hidden flesh. I stood just ankle deep and the tremble began in marrow. I was certain I would die. That my heart would stop. A part of me didn’t care. I breathed deeply and summoned all that I wanted to be cleansed of.
And plunged.
From the chaos of my internal world rose complete silence.
















Swim Scribble 5
I’ve just noted some random thoughts. What the sea represents – Beauty & Tranquility Peace & Forgiveness – baptism & rebirth.  A unification of the power of a pagan god & the presence of a heavenly god.  The sea is where it all comes together and makes sense in an overwhelming, restless, expansive horizon.  When I see & feel the power of the ever-changing organic body of water my soul fills my body and I feel whole.  It is also amazing & exhilarating fun.  Grounding & Centring ….. Where the wild things go.  The sea is a place where great friendship bonds are made.  It’s a place where adults can just have fun like 5 year olds do.















Swim Scribble 6
Why do I swim I hear them ask … several reasons most I won’t share out loud.  My main reason is that most days I don’t want to keep going.  I feel like I’m walking through thick mud and am mostly numb.  Getting into a cold sea reminds me I am alive.  Because I’m filled with a loneliness so palpable it’s painful.  Then I meet my swimmers and they make me laugh and feel like I belong even if only for a few minutes.  Some days the urge to stop is so strong I’m scared I’ll follow through but then I get hit by a wave.  It scares me and I know I still have the desire to live even if buried down deep.  Why do I swim they ask … Because its pure joy, camaraderie, exhilarating, intoxicating and addictive.  It makes me push my body and mind to places its never or rarely been.  It makes me feel vibrant in my skin.













Swim Scribble 7
Swim Scribbles
I blame my Mother! She loved adventure and loved the water. My most fond childhood memories are of Mum trekking across the fields with my brother and I in tow to swim in the river. W**** Brook was in fact more of a stream but for us kids it was the river, deep enough to swim in and our special place in landlocked C*******.
Holidays were an excuse to sea swim or seek out rivers and lakes to take a dip. One memorable spot was a remote burn in the Scottish borders where Mum found a large rock pool warmed by the summer sun, warm enough that even my father was tempted in.
Years later, living in rural H******, I found myself introducing my two small boys to the delights of river swimming. The River L*** flowed past our newly converted barn where the boys splashed and played but it was at A*******, a few miles away, where we would go for more lengthy swims. A glorious pool next to a small weir. To swim upstream between the tree lined banks was just magical.
Moving to Wales, 18 years ago, to be nearer my parents, afforded me with more frequent opportunities to get into the sea. This was often wet suited to bodyboard whilst my eldest surfed but it also allowed Mum and I to share sea swims. This we did throughout the spring, summer and autumn, Mum always submerged first whilst I gingerly huffed and puffed my way in. We shared these swims almost to the last year of her life, age wasn't a barrier for Mum.
So it seemed it was meant to be when through the magic of a chance conversation and Facebook I came across the Bluetits Chill Swimmers. I had participated in the annual Boxing Day dip at Aberporth and was regularly swimming during the summer months in my 'own' bit of the Teifi but to discover that there were other people regularly swimming all year round, even in the winter, intrigued me.
So on 23rd January 2019 I rendezvoused at Aberporth and met up with a few hardy soles, the sea was rough, the dip was brief, I received a badge for my efforts and was hooked. Spending the last 12 months regularly swimming with the ever growing flock of Bluetits has been a truly life changing and heart warming experience.  Looking back on the post swim photographs our beaming smiles illustrate the sheer joy of our watery adventures.
So why do I do it? Friends think I'm mad to immerse myself into freezing water in the middle of winter and if I'm honest with myself that is part of the attraction, doing something that others would never contemplate! However it is much more than that. It's being outdoors, the anticipation of what the swim will bring. Each swim is different.
[bookmark: _Hlk46584182]Sometimes the sea is wild and frothing, we take our bodyboards, squealing with delight as we shoot into shore or just leap around enjoying the drama of the waves. Other times the sea is flat and silky, where we can enjoy more serious swimming, chatting as we swim, enjoying each others company, sharing stories but 'no pressure'. With winter swimming the getting in is always a challenge and an excuse to shout unencumbered but once submerged always invigorating. I feel alive! I also love the getting out! Body, lobster pink, quick jog along the beach to warm up, the frantic faffing of getting dry and the layers on, then the hot coffee, friendly conversation and banter. Always a superb start to the day.
The summer brings different joys. Longer swims, exploring the coast line and caves, doing little sea swim safaris. Diving in off the rocks and checking out the underwater wildlife, even the jelly fish are fascinating when spied on through the goggles!
That is the other joy of outdoor swimming, the wildlife. Hearing the Oystercatchers and watching them skim across the water, spotting a seal or dolphin and feeling so lucky that we are able to share this place with such beautiful creatures. On one occasion when I was solo swimming in the Teifi I was eye to eye with a Kingfisher, perhaps me being in the water wasn't such a threat to him. A magic moment.
Above anything else it is the comradeship of like minded soles, sharing a sense of adventure, setting ourselves challenges that we would never contemplate if swimming alone, playing together, the feeling of contentment as all the worries of everyday life drift away and of course it is just sheer fun! Mum would have loved it!

Swim Scribble 8
Swimming and me – Taking the plunge
Where to start –there’s so much to say and so much I would like to put into words. Good positive thoughts I believe are partially built from happy memories, which we draw on at times of self-doubt, reflection and when we try to find our sense of self. For me this is where the swimming starts. Having started swimming only 9 months ago it feels like being reborn and finding myself all over again.
The first moonlight swim, the forest lake swims, the surfy tumble swims, the solo swims, the ever changing group swims, the friendships and the widening of ones world are all extras to this wonderful pastime. For me it is that the sea holds me, nurtures me and calms my soul. The sea does whatever is needed on that day and that time, whether it be exhilarating, friendship, calmness or time alone, every swim is different. The courage to overcome self doubt in the sea enables me to overcome every day self doubt and continue to take day by day, swim by swim.  
I feel so grateful for having found the sea, after all these years of living so close by but not exploring it, she offers me so much. I find myself dreaming of swims in far flung places and also close to home. I find myself getting up in the morning in the knowledge I will be swimming later and it won’t just be the going to work, travelling around the country, eating lunch on the run, snippets of conversations, cooking, cleaning and daily chores but there will be a treat in store in the sea for free! Just for me.
The cold, the warm, the light, the dark, the moon, the stars, the fluffy clouds, the skyline, the openness of the outdoors, the light in the dark winter months and the balmy evenings in the summer nights. They all offer some self healing and spiritual awakening every single time, as well as opening me to have more courage, light and the chance to for however long set me free.
I give thanks to the sea

Swim Scribble 9
Memories from a fish!
As a five year old I ‘Learnt to swim with the B***** Post’. I don’t remember it but I had the sticker on my wardrobe for years. My dad was a teacher. School staff and their children were allowed to swim there for free on a Monday night – messing about with friends. My sister and I were also enrolled in swimming lessons. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want to go swimming.
Badges: 5m, 10m, 25m, 50m……1500m….…I still have them all on ribbons!
I failed my junior swimmer twice for poor breaststroke. I can recall my mum saying that she couldn’t understand why someone who swam front crawl like a tank looked like they were going backwards in breaststroke! She also said I learnt a lot from failing,and trying again and trying again! And eventually passing and onto the higher levels.
Holidays to Grandma’s home in Pembrokeshire. The joy of the sea, and a tiny inflatable boat called Nellie! Having the confidence to jump in from the boat or the quay wall. Then competing in Children’s regatta some 60 years after my Grandma would have. Being beaten every year by the same girl (and still loving it) until she was too old– I came first that year, with my younger sister second!
Back at home swimming with school which everyone hated – not me! Even the swimming in pyjamas and clothes. I loved, and still do, diving into an empty pool where I’m the one to break the stillness of the water surface. The sensation of the water. I even like the smell of the chlorine on my skin afterwards. I get asked “Don’t you get bored just swimming up and down?” No! Everything around you is blocked out. You can only really hear the water. You feel the water and that’s it. You can only really see a little way in front, or the black lines underneath and occasionally the fuzzy form of another swimmer. If I want to think then I think as I go up and down. Contemplating whatever comes to mind. If I want to switch off then I count the lengths and maybe concentrate on my technique.
Swimming the thing I was good at when I was no longer good enough to be in the Netball team or the athletics team. I never minded I had my swimming. I remember a very good sportsperson friend of mine who wouldn’t go kayaking because she wasn’t a confident swimmer. I was so thankful for the opportunities that I’d had to learn to swim so I never hesitated when given the chance through Guides or school or travel to windsurf, waterski, white water raft or kayak.
Completing my Bronze Medallion Life Saving award as a teenager. Next trip to Wales my parents saying “Don’t go in past your ankles – calves – knees – thighs on your own” as they had done over the years as we’d got older. And me replying that it was now more likely that I’d be rescuing them than the other way round!! I still remember the order of rescue – reach, throw, wade, row, accompanied, non-contact, contact. I will always have deep respect for the water though. It is unpredictable, it can change in minutes, it is powerful, your bodies reaction to it can change. I watch ‘Saving Lives at Sea’ – the RNLI some of the biggest heroes out there.
Swimming, the sport that helped me stay fit when I was a student, always the sport that I can fall back on. Meeting a husband who was as much a water baby as me, then the total joy of watching our first baby loving his very first bath at a few hours old. He still loves the water. Through Waterbabies to his current swimming lessons and I feel such a sense of pride as I watch him swim unaided now. An unforgettable water birth for our second baby. A different person, who’s taken longer to feel confident in the water but I’ve been amazed watching his confidence slowly grow in his own time.
The move to Wales. So so lucky to find work here. From 3 hours to the sea, or 4 hours to my parents to SIX MINUTES!!!!!!! The sea – the beautiful, wild, powerful, scary but lovely sea on our doorstep. The purchase of our family kayak, Enfys. My husband and boys as safety boat as I did my longest swim in preparation for the Swim to the Edge. Probably one of my biggest sporting challenges. 2.4miles in roughish conditions. The loneliness when you know that there are 200 or so swimmers in the water with you yet you are unable to see any of them. The water, so much water. Luckily only the odd jellyfish beneath me. Then the relief of coming round Green Scar and being on the way back. And the sense of achievement as you come out of the water.
And the BlueTits – the crazy, lovely BlueTits. The people who were so friendly when I did my first To the Edge swim surrounded by Triathletes! The people who make it possible to swim more safely, with company at all times of the day in all weathers and at all times of the year. The people who share the love of the shock of the cold water as I enter, the weird sensation as my body acclimatises and it no longer feels so cold. The sense of space as I look out to the horizon. The tingle as I get out. Skin that looks like it’s been burnt but it’s freezing.















Swim Scribble 10
I first heard about cold water swimming in 2018 when I was having a ‘dry year’ and lots of the alcohol free community were talking about it as a way to get a natural, empowering high as opposed to turning to booze. I did some research but couldn’t find anything close to me. Then in Jan 2019 I turned up at a women in business meeting and it was being talked about – a girl called C**** had started a Ceredigion branch of the Bluetits. I felt I was being offered a chance so I took it and 2 days later was shivering on a grey beach in the rain with a group of people I didn’t know. That first swim was a revelation. It HURT. I was obsessed with the idea that something awful would happen to me if I got cold so I only stayed in about 3 minutes. And yet. Later that day I was high as a kite, full of momentum and enthusiasm. Next week I was back for more.
I’ve swum about once a week now for a whole year. As a faddy inconsistent person this shocks me as I would rather expect myself to have given up by now. But then, unlike most other things that are good for you this has such a multi layered benefit that if one thing becomes less important, other bits rise up to take its place so that even I can’t leave!

Things that keep me coming back for more:
The pain. I discovered that pain doesn’t kill you. Indeed, with it, life expands. I quickly realised that most of us are living in a tiny, restricted area of the full spectrum of human experience. We don’t like to get too cold, too hot, too hungry. We don’t want to feel pain, feel our muscles burn, feel the breath rasp in our chests. I’ve never been sporty so have generally always been restricted to this comfortable little niche. What I realise now is that being comfortable makes you small, soft and only half awake. To live fully there needs to be pain.

The beauty – I still find the first 90 seconds or so quite difficult – particularly in really cold standing water where breathing is difficult. The thing that brings me back is that when the 90 seconds of biting agony is over there is a ‘God moment’ in which peace descends quite suddenly and that even a boggy little lake on a drizzly mountain moor becomes incandescent with beauty. I feel as though I can SEE properly. I never, EVER want to go back to the shore because to do so means relinquishing this superpowered way of experiencing the world.

The friendship – when I turned up at that meeting last January I was on the verge of going back to England. I had a few friends, I lived in a nice place but I didn’t belong to anyone near me. There was no J*** shaped hole in anyone’s life that meant I completed life for them. No one I met filled my gap either. I was on guard always and people were on guard with me. There were no belly laughs or swears or dirty talk. No vulnerability. My word of that year at that meeting was ‘Belonging’ and that is what cold water swimming gave me. Somehow, slowly but surely I became drawn in tight with women I’d known for ages but now it was different. Now we were laughing and hugging each other tight and sharing the awfulness of being a shit mum who just screamed at her kids for no good reason. There was down and dirty menopause talk, relationships. There was laughing til we cried over someone saying something in a silly voice, I taught the girls my trick of ‘spinning water’ and they taught me the joy of throwing yourself sideways  from a standing position into the water. I was 42 and learning to be 13 again. Joyful, light hearted friendship that forms the kind of bonds that mean you can begin to look after each others kids and tend to the deeper stuff of life. I’ve no idea why it really happens – perhaps because swimming in February makes you a weirdo and weirdos stick together – but I see all sorts of groups of women forming now and having exactly the same thing. There’s a cast iron dedication to helping one another swim!!!

The bravery – I was always scared of monsters but now I’m not. I was scared of new people but now I’m not. I kind of don’t care about fear anymore. I feel it EVERY WEEK as I pad across the sand in my cossie in the freezing cold – it never diminishes but now it isn’t my master – its just an irritating little voice. That has led into many other things that I thought I’d be too scared to do but now do anyway. 



Swim Scribble 11
Helped by a beautiful sunny day I would always say "YES" indeedy to my friend H*** when she said "Hey T**....do you want to go for a swim?" We would actually go down to the beach together in all kinds of weathers, it was always a jolly jaunt, a time to catch up with each other, a time to share thoughts....we'd call it our 'regular therapy session'! and even as the weather got colder we were never put off, reminding ourselves of that feeling when you're back out of the water, changing back into warm snuggly clothes, stuffing a hot water bottle up your jumper… you feel like you've made a huge achievement, your body is buzzing your skin is pink and we always would say said "I'm so pleased we came down I'm so pleased we went in". Brilliant.
I always thought that I would never manage to swim without my neoprene layers, booties, wetsuit, hat and gloves but this year gone has seen me becoming a little mermaid swimming at every opportunity (mainly on my local beach which is only 5 minutes down the road) in little more than my cozzy! Having said that, one funny story is me cycling to the beach in my wetsuit, swimming, and then cycling back up the hill home again..still in neoprene...a great way to warm up, and to make any passers by chuckle..'is that a seal on a bicycle' they were probably thinking!?
But, just let me think through the feelings as I step into that huge expanse of water.....   I step straight in with intention.. 'that's cold' I will usually think...  Keep walking, keep walking, keep walking, I tell myself it's going to be worth it...it's definitely going to be worth it.... I'm a bit chilly but, I keep walking, keep walking... up to my knees.. up to my bottom, put my hands...wibble them around, waters now past my waist... got to swim... go go go go it's lovely....is it?...it's lovely...i'll tell myself...it's lovely. Relax, sing loudly (to help myself from slight dizzy feelings from so many short intakes of breath!) swim calmly, relax, tell myself how good it will feel when I'm getting out. And Oh Yes...it really is amazing now...that water flowing past all parts of my skin, the amazing big sky above me, the freedom, the wonder, I swim in all it's beauty, and if it's a slightly warmer day I'll swim further,  explore and experience the waves, I will experience the calm, I will experience the seaweed, experience the wind, and experience clouds, experience the clearness or the murkyness of the water,  I experience the knowledge that I'm able and aware to be swimming with fish and jellyfish (keeping my distance when i can of some of them bigger buggers!) On a couple of occasions (and the most amazing experiences)  there was a resident seal from the bay, he just popped his head up (a good few safe meters away) and watched us as we watched him, and I thought so so so so so amazing to be sharing his world with him. 
This coming year I hope to do it so so so so much more, and encourage friends to come in too, remembering ..however cool the water may feel on the way in... on the way back out feels so so much warmer!...what a reward!

I'm sure, for sure!.. that all these experiences are definitely good for your body, mind and soul, for me and for everybody... Jump in!
















Swim Scribble 12
The first time I swam in the sea (other than in a heat wave or abroad in a hot country) was at sunrise for the Summer Solstice.  My first thoughts and feelings were “Shit that’s cold!” and “I  hope we’re not expected to stay in here long”.  However, after the first minute or so once my body had got used to the shock of the (what felt like freezing) cold water, I found myself enjoying the thrill of it, the waves splashing against me, jumping into them screaming with joy (and a little bit of fear/shock).  So as the seasoned swimmers retreated to the warmth of the fire waiting on the beach, I found I didn’t want to get out and decided I would definitely have to do this again! 
Now, the shock of the cold water is reduced, despite the temperature being lower now than back in June, but the experience is still just as exhilarating.  Once I’m in the water, all I am thinking about is my tingly skin, how beautiful my surroundings are and staying afloat.  I suffer with anxiety and while I’m swimming in a lake, river or the sea I can guarantee I’m not worrying about anything other than what’s happening in the present.  It makes me feel relaxed and when I close my eyes and the winter sun shines on my face I feel like I could be anywhere, I’m comfortable in the water, my aches and pains don’t bother me and I feel so lucky that I’m able to do this.  
I have been pushed out of my comfort zone and come out the other side, braver and proud of myself.  I hated my body, yet I have swam with a group of ladies on a few times in the nude.  I hate meeting new people (especially on my own) yet I have met up with people in new places, swam with them and at the very least, have made new acquaintances and in some cases new friends.  For me, I love the experience as a whole, the adventure of meeting up with a group big or small and doing something you all love.  I would never have started swimming without that first group of amazing people encouraging me into the water and I never find it quite as exciting when I swim alone. 




Swim Scribble 13
Swimming, for me can be a deeply spiritual experience.  I love to float and lose myself in the movement of the water.  Also, to swim with others and to share the experience with a group of like-minded folk is pure joy.  After an experience up close and personal with a seal I have stopped swimming alone and combine both the social swim and float in the same session.  I am not a great swimmer and am quite frightened of large bodies of water – reservoirs in particular, but I am not frightened of or in the sea.  I have a respect for it and am in awe of its power.  No two swims are ever the same.  The way I feel in the water, the many different ways the water feels, the power of the waves or the flat calm all bring a different experience.  Going into the water in the depths of winter is always daunting, no matter how many times I have done it but I know that once in I will love it.  Being in the sea, feeling its power sends me to a different place.  I am right in the moment.  In touch with the experience as my body adjusts to the chill.  As I go deeper in and the sea carries me I feel the changes – breathing becomes steady and calm, the feeling of weightlessness encourages movements only possible in the water, exploring that movement.  Looking back to the shore then out to the sea and seeing how small and insignificant I am brings perspective.  The experience must release endorphins, I get a great sense of well being, both in mind and body.  My body feels stronger and moves more freely after a swim which in turn brings a confidence which wasn’t there pre-swim.  I get concerned if I can’t swim for a while – going on a trip etc.  Some folks can swim in a lake or pool but for me it has to be the sea.  I can remember the first time I experienced the power of being in the sea and knowing that this was something good.  Over the years nothing has changed that feeling which is renewed with each swim.







Swim Scribble 14

CURIOSITY
[bookmark: _Toc47022078]Chill Swimming – Isn’t it Cold?
[bookmark: _Toc47022079]Isn’t it cold?
YES!!! (Just thought we should get that one out the way).
Please believe me when I say that there is no-one more surprised that I am to class myself as a Chill Swimmer and really and truly, I am no braver than you. I just have a love for this planet I live on, the folk I share it with and with the simple things in life.
But let’s be honest no-one likes getting into cold water.

[bookmark: _Toc47022080]Changing your story
Here’s the thing. For a looong time ( perhaps 20 +) years I’ve been telling myself this convincing story that I hate cold water. I wouldn’t even go in in the height of summer. Nope Sirreeee, I’d turn in to a hyperventilating mess as soon as the water hit my knees: resembling a drowning mammal gasping for its last breath. Not pretty for anyone.
[bookmark: _Toc47022081]What changed?
Once a month I attend a ‘business’ meeting. The ‘business’ phrase gets thrown about and we are there to support each other in our endeavors, but women have a way of integrating their lives with their businesses and businesses with their lives. These meetings have quite honestly been an amazing springboard for my entire life. In turn we share our monthly highs and lows, applying various principles guided by Shann.  In one session a women shared that as a child she had loved swimming in the sea and she was going to start doing that again. By the next month she had found a local group of women in her home town and was swimming daily in the Sea.
Listening to her – I felt a fluttering in my tummy…. it was a TRUTH rumbling but my story kept telling me I hated cold water.
[bookmark: _Toc47022082]Story upgrade.
A few months in and more Watters started chill swimming. I got serious FOMO as it was something I’d loved as a child too. There are evidential photos of me swimming in the Thames on a day out to London, I kid you not. January 11th 2019 I bust my own story, joined a newly fledged branch of The Bluetits and gasped like a fool as the water hit my knees. I sited my experience of childbirth to myself, figuring that I’d managed to birth all my babies with no pain relief, seriously how hard could cold water immersion be? (It wasn’t going to last for hours and hopefully I wasn’t going to shit myself?).

[bookmark: _Toc47022083]Doing it..
I never would’ve done it without that bunch of Crazies. Not ever. The momentum of the swimmer in front of me diving into the waves pushed me on. I surrendered and followed. It took my breath away, I made a whole heap of birthing noises (you gotta do what you gotta do) until my gasp reflex came back into some kinda rhythm…. it didn’t take long, maybe 90 seconds and then yep, it was still cold. BUT I had dropped into and nothing matters; enough to ‘get it’ and there I was, in my own Story Upgrade. It was delicious and I wanted more. Still do.
[bookmark: _Toc47022084]The Juicy Middle
That was the Fizzy Beginning.. I literally couldn’t get enough of Chill Swimming. I traveled to St. Davids to swim with the original flock and quickly became a Muffateer. A badge given once you’d swam in the Buff…. in my instance a ‘full moon’ swim in one of the harbours.  One of those moments in your life when you have absolutely no idea how you got there and equally wondered what on earth had stopped you from being there all this time. I laughed till I cried and Got The Fear that I was going to die in the dark with a bunch of nutters that didn’t know me from Eve.
I met a women in a sparkly hat who hugged me like a daughter and chatted to another trying out her new sea water soap; lathering up in the moonlight on the steps of the harbour.. whilst I squealed like a piglet and wondered if my Lady Garden would ever be the same…?
I felt ALIVE…. properly alive in All of Me.  Driving home I grinned like a fool and wanted to live on the euphoria of chill swimming forever.

Tits
We’ve become our own little niche Venn diagram – Bluetits on one side and business group on the other. Meeting when we can for scurried excursions away from our ‘other lives’… providing each other with soup and porridge out of flasks at dawn swims; we eat cake. We laugh and swear alot. Dawn, dusk, storms, and complete calm. We celebrate birthdays and solstices on the beach around a fire. We speak utter rubbish and springboard careers. We think tank for each other, sometimes we swim in silence and sometimes both. We are loud and quiet, we talk perimenopause, menopause and ailments. We are gloriously unfiltered.
[bookmark: _Toc47022085]Magic
There is some kinda magic that happens in a group like this and I’m sure it lies between the combination of escaping and adventuring. Because why else would doing something SO nuts, that’s simple and free manage to fill my heart to the brim and beyond with utter happiness and joy? All you have to do is get in – it’s a constant challenge, you have to show up and do the work just as you do in ‘business’.
Muster your courage and Warrior Call… take the risk and dive into juicily pro-living a life full of experience.
[bookmark: _Hlk46327733]Afterwards we hug, kiss and return to being all-the-things-to-all-the-folk whilst inside (and on our skin and between our toes) we remain the Salty Wild Things.


















Swim Scribble 15
My Experience of cold water swimming with the Ceredigion Bluetits
I had been wanting to sea swim throughout the year for a long time, having always been a summer dipper and a pool swimmer. I was slightly anxious about the cold but felt excited about the challenge.
I thought about it for about a year before I joined a swim and had talked to others about it. Most folk I spoke to thought I was completely bonkers and said that swimming in very cold water was the last thing they wanted to do.
I finally started at the end of April 2019. I was apprehensive and anxious about how cold I might feel but was determined to try it. I remember taking my clothes off and standing in my swimming costume and telling myself to go in.
I walked into the sea with the other women ………and felt a wonderful sense of togetherness, of cold, of challenge and testing my human spirit and body. Since then I have swum or just dipped on about 90 times which I find amazing. I love the joy of feeling the intense cold, the joy of being with other likeminded women ….whom I may never have met without sea swims and the surge of energy I feel afterwards and often for the rest of the day.
I sometimes go for a swim when I am feeling anxious or a bit flat and as soon as my body is immersed in the water, I feel those feelings just drift away. At times the quality of the water is calm and flat and like molten silver and at other times it is foamy and furious with pounding waves. I love those contrasts and the fierce strength the sea hides at times and spills out at others.
At other times I greet the sea with laughter and smiles and a reverence for its amazing power. It feels to me that the sea mirrors life itself with ups and downs and calm and tempest…
At night the sea is dark and heavy, as if it is hiding its secrets . I sometimes wonder about what lies beneath me and whether there are sea creatures looking at my body from their depths…..
I swim because I can ….because it gives me huge joy and I adore sharing the experience with a group of different women and sharing our collective weightless joy in the ocean or the quarry or wherever we chose to go.




Appendix 2: To Swimble

Blending the words Swim and Bimble.
Bimble: To amble without real aim in a friendly and harmless manner.  It’s not required to achieve nothing, although it is a frequent effect. Possibly coming from military slang (Urban Dictionary) 

Definition taken from Slow Swimming Public Facebook Group.  (6 June 2020) https://www.facebook.com/groups/SlowSwimming/?post_id=3529392163744136
About the Group
“Slow Swimming promotes swimming for the pure pleasure of the experience; the connection with the water you are in, and the nature that is all around you.
It’s for people who don’t want to get there in a hurry, but love the journey. Slow Swimming is all about the journey - and cake. Whether you are a swimmer, a swoosher, a dipper, a swimbler or a paddle-pooler Slow Swimming is a safe space for you. Slow Swimming is a non-profit organisation that campaigns to improve facilities and improve access, to widen the use of all bodies of water for leisurely and social swimming, dipping, swimbling or swooshing.” (Slow Swimming, 2020)
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swimbling

ADIECTIVE

swimmingirregularly from place to place asa past-time, with the
anticipation of eating cake asa reward.

Swimming slowly and aimlessly withoutimmediate purpose or directionin
aslowor relaxed pace

‘are we swimbling this weekend?”

“willthere be coke after this week's swimble?”

Early 215 century: from portmanteau swimming - Rambling - Bimbling

Pronunciation
swimbling /'Swimblm/

To swimble
A Swimble
Swimbulation
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