
read enough amateur shrink-speak for one day.
When I was a child, my mother used to remind me 
with monotonous regularity that 'curiosity killed 
the cat'. Perhaps she meant only to discourage 
me from stealing the car before I was tall enough 
to see over the steering wheel.  Maddeningly, 
she then took me to the library where I borrowed 
books whose titles began with "The Adventures 
Of...", which positively encouraged me to undertake 
derring-do, rescue a few distressed damsels, 
single-handedly fight my way through squadrons 
of bad guys and generally place myself in harm's 
way to the general approbation of all and sundry. 
In other words, she gave with one hand and took 
away with the other. I don't think she liked me very 
much. It didn't really dampen my enthusiasm for 
dangerous behaviour, maternal wrath or feline 
homicide notwithstanding and over the years 
I've been involved in more than a few squeezed 
oranges moments. See above if you've forgotten. 
It's fortunate, however, that as we get older, our 
risk perception skills get better and the increased 
information flow that we enjoy in our, let's say, 
maturer years, tends to discourage us from doing 
stuff which, let's be honest, is batshit crazy. I no 
longer duck under the barrier when the ski run 
says it's closed - they didn't really mean it, it looked 
OK from the bottom - besides which, the piste is 
absolutely empty. It's only when you get halfway 
down, notice that it's steep and impossibly gnarly, 
covered in sheet ice and the bumps are the size of 
Buicks, that you realise that they might have had a 
point in closing it after all.
Being now retired, sort of, you might therefore 
imagine me to be a benevolently becardiganed, 
avuncular figure gently pottering among the 
geraniums, days of risk and adventure being no 
more than a distant memory. To all my friends who 
are reading this, please stop howling immediately. 
I recently took up a new sport, scuba diving, 
cavorting with the fishes, dolphins, turtles and so 
forth on the ocean floor. Once you've mastered 
the art of neutral buoyancy so you stop bouncing 
up and down like a demented trampolinist, the 
wonders of the deep unroll before your eyes like a 
magic carpet.  Strange creatures, some with teeth, 
glide effortlessly past. Octopi do what they do - it 
really is quite hard to explain how the eightfold 
synchrony actually works. Fantastic fish painted 
like rainbows graze in the coral. Sometimes, they 
might even have a friendly nibble on your wetsuit, 
which can be a little bit unnerving.  There are a 
couple of downsides, touching really is a no-no 
because stingy thingies can put you in hospital. 
Also, you do rather have to know what you're 
doing in tight spaces and, moreover, have to be 
able to hang about for extended periods with 
heavy weights. It's like the gym, but wetter. A 
while back, after a three day diving trip to the Red 
Sea, I trudged wearily out of the airport, flapping 
an exhausted hand to a kindly taxi driver and 
feeling a bit, well, elderly, to be honest. My joints 
hurt and I momentarily cursed Jacques Cousteau 
for not inventing scuba gear that weighs on land 
in excess of twenty-five kilograms, which felt 
to me a bit like carrying my mother-in-law out 
of the surf. Fortunately, I have no pictures of my 
knees momentarily giving way as I hauled my 
hippopotamine carcass out of the forgiving water 
on to the beach, gravitationally challenged, cutting 
my foot on shard-sharp shingle in the process, 
being gently helped landward by a muscular Swiss 
instructor. Archimedes did have a point; history 
does not relate whether he himself was helped out 
of his bath by a muscular Greek slave who omitted 
to clothe his master before he ran manically into 
the street, thereby subjecting him to the catcalls 

T he ground is heart-stoppingly far 
away. Our amygdala recognises clear 
and present danger, heartbeat increases 
by a factor of three, blood pressure 
rockets, saliva seems to just not be there 

any more and the urge to really be somewhere else 
is almost overmastering. We are almost literally 
scared to death, experiencing massive surges 
of adrenalin, noradrenalin and growth hormone. 
In milliseconds, our hypothalamus pumps 
corticotropin-releasing hormone, triggering the 
pituitary to pump out adrenocorticotropin which 
in turn persuades the adrenal glands near our 
kidneys to start producing cortisol. Paraphrasing 
the above, after a very short time our adrenals feel 
like a couple of squeezed oranges as adrenalin 
rushes headlong into our bloodstream. Breathing 
is short, hard and fast as blood pumps manically. If 
you're old enough to remember,  your whole body 
feels as if it's the starship Enterprise, shields at 
ten per cent, fending off an all-out Klingon attack. 
"She cannae take much more, Captain!" ...There's 
not much point in diverting precious energy for 
digesting when every joule might be needed just 
to survive. Pupils dilate, increasing movement 
perception, to see into the shadows where the 
bogeymen hide....
No, you haven't inadvertently slipped into a parallel 
universe and there won't be a test tomorrow on the 
biology of fear.
We are, of course, talking about skydiving. About 
to leap heedlessly from an aircraft and experience 
an acceleration of almost ten metres per second 
per second meaning that we get to go really, 
really quickly. Mother Earth rushes to embrace 
us. Awfully fast. For all the adrenalin junkies, 
anybody who is reading this who can remember 
their first jump, I'd bet money that you're smiling 
right now. Whether or not we decide to jump out 
of the aeroplane depends upon our overcoming 
the entirely natural fear of dying horribly, but...
why bother? What is it that motivates otherwise 
quite normal, well-balanced people to override 
a perfectly reasonable natural protection 
mechanism?
Because we like it. That's why.
This cascade of biochemical changes as a result 
of perceived risk is, I am told, experienced as 
high arousal together with unpleasant anxiety, 
which seems to be a little bit paradoxical.  So, we 
ask ourselves again, the question is not whether 
we would go parachuting, but why?  Even if we 
could conjure an answer, it ain't quite as simple 
as "we like it."  A wilderness camper might grab 
a baseball bat to chase away a bear intent on 
foraging but the same guy with the baseball bat 
is afraid to stand up to his boss, both activities 
being fraught with danger but of two very different 
kinds. To paraphrase Orwell, all risk is not created 
equal. Research seems to indicate that we subject 
ourselves to quite a number of risk-taking 
activities of various kinds and, what a surprise, our 
risk-taking behaviour is governed by our genetics.  
Freud would have said "when in doubt, blame the 
mother", in our day we'd argue "when in doubt, 
blame the gene", which, if we think about it, is 
another way of saying exactly the same thing. If we 
stay with Uncle Sigmund for a moment longer, he 
might have told us in those soothing sessions on 
his leather couch that our risk-taking behaviour 
was illogical, beyond reason and we should stop 
it immediately since we obviously have suicidal 
tendencies. Hedge fund managers and other 
fledgling wolves of Wall Street, please take note. 
You'll no doubt be relieved to hear that we've come 
a long way since Sigmund's sofa and I think you've 

and hissing of the local citizenry to whom his discoveries meant 
little.
So, why have you been subjected to my little adventure diary? 
Because it illustrates a point. We don't stop taking the odd risk just 
because we've left childhood behind. It's actually quite good for us, 
as it happens, in small doses, a bit like exercise. Now, please don't for 
a moment imagine that you should suggest to your grandchildren 
that what you'd really like for your seventy-fifth birthday is a course 
of skydiving lessons or a bungee jump. And, if your bowels turn to 
water at the thought of doing something which might kill you, for 
"risk" read "exercise". Standing up is better than sitting down. Take a 
walk - you'll get all the adrenalin rush you need trying to cross the 
road in this country. If you're a corporate drone, you might make 
them buy you a stand-up desk. Churchill and Hemingway both 
had one, both risking varicose veins and coronary atherosclerosis. 
There's a growing body of medical evidence that asserts that hours 
of uninterrupted sitting can be surprisingly bad for your health but 
standing is a bit risky too. If you own the company, you could even 
get yourself the ultimate in work-life multitasking, a treadmill desk.  
Now, these will serve several purposes. One being that you have 
to actually walk to go nowhere - a bit like this story, really - and 
simultaneously type on your laptop which is just out of reach and is 
actually hazardous because you can't get the positioning software 
right in the brain and you might well fall...oh, dear, it's all getting 
very complicated and dangerous. Apparently, you can get one that 
simulates snowboarding as well. See - instant adrenalin rush, right 
there at work.  Just like skydiving really.
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