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Our first breath of air marks an instant transformation that redefines us forever,

@
from the underwater marine creatures we've been mimicking in the womb to the air-

breathing *mammals we've now joined. For the rest of our lives, we will never go more

than a minute or two without drawing breath.

(Q\Breathing is a strange phenomenon that falls into the middle region between

voluntary movements like walking and talking and automatic processes like the beating

of our hearts or the digestion of food. It's something that happens entirely on its own
but which we can also control. Nobody ‘forgets to breathe,” but we can stop whenever
we want, at least for short periods, and we can slow it down and speed it up as well.

We don’t usually pay attention to it until something goes wrong. Anyone who has
ever taken a *CPR class or watched *ER knows one of the most basic rules of
emergency medicine: If someone is deprived of oxygen for more than three minutes,

brain damage starts to set in. . The longer the deprivation continues, the worse the

(3)
damage, with brain death a possibility after as little as five minutes.

This is why having your air cut off is such an extremely painful experience. It’s the

body’s way of saying, ‘Listen, you really need to fix this right now,” and (4 it’'s why your

)
kid’s tactic of threatening to hold his breath until his face turns blue is not one you need

to take very seriously, because it simply can’t be done.

Yet our typical reaction to the loss of air is a bit odd from an evolutionary point of

view. (5\The reasonable response would be to relax in order to conserve the air already
/

in our lungs and think our way out of the situation. Instead, we panic instantly and fight

madly to regain breath.

A diver has to be conditioned not to do that. (6\It buys time to switch to a reserve
7/

tank, shed heavy gear and swim upward, or signal a partner to share an air supply while

they calmly head for the surface together.
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