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Foreword

by David Riccio

The plan was for Blake Johnston to speak. Just a few words. It was to be a quick ‘thank you’ message into a microphone to the thousands crowded together like no-one could ever recall on the sands of North Cronulla Beach.

As Blake received medical attention for extreme exhaustion and the stunned crowd waited patiently, I remember scanning the faces of the people who’d been drawn to a moment in time that seemed so dreamy, so incredible, that even in another fifty years it still won’t feel real.

Tucked in behind a safety barricade separating the huge mass of friends, family, Sutherland Shire locals and the waterlogged Blake stood an older lady with silver hair. Pressing one hand against her mouth, she was visibly moved as the other hand pushed away tears from her cheek.

In the crowd, too, down on the sand in leather shoes and a perfectly tailored blue suit, stood a younger man holding a train ticket. He’d made it home from work just in time to witness history.

Strangers stood arm in arm. Grown men smiled and shook their heads.

As a sportswriter for the past twenty-five years, I have witnessed the world’s greatest athletes at work. Usain Bolt, Kobe Bryant and Michael Phelps; Cathy Freeman, Ian Thorpe, Andrew Johns, Johnathan Thurston, Mick Fanning and Roger Federer.

Their greatness and their influence were not only measured by their medals, rings and trophies, but also by the reaction of the faces staring back at them. Blake did what only the great ones can.

Perhaps the most visually stirring image was the throng of kids. Their eyes danced with wonder and excitement, and with shock and awe. From toddlers to teenagers, hundreds of school students had come together for a cause and to realise that inspiration, hope and challenging yourself also lives beyond the classroom.

‘Blakey, Blakey, Blakey,’ they chanted.

They were chanting for a forty-year-old husband and father who had broken the world record for the longest surf in history, having ridden 707 waves in a forty-hour marathon, while in the excruciating process raising $500,000 for mental health charities, led by the Chumpy Pullin Foundation and the suicide support foundation In Pieces.

The thing is, Blake didn’t speak. He couldn’t. His voice was shot. Truth be told, he didn’t need to. Because the reality is this.

Blake Johnston is no longer just a loving husband and protective father of two boys. The moment he chose to acknowledge the ten-year anniversary of the passing of his father, Wayne, by surfing continuously for hours, by bringing a community together, by captivating the imagination of thousands, he became a leader more powerful than any politician.

He became a life force for change.

Surviving on sushi, peanut butter sandwiches, lollies and beetroot juice, Blake proved the impossible is possible. Fighting insomnia, dehydration and swollen eyeballs from almost two days in salt water, the former pro surfer pulled his aching body from the water to show the rest of us what we’re all capable of.

Blake has a favourite saying. ‘Everyone deserves to feel awesome,’ he says. This book encapsulates those words – and more. It takes us inside the mind of a man who, after surfing for forty hours, began setting new challenges, including the world’s biggest paddle-out. The motivation of the latter is explained brilliantly in this book.

Blake takes us inside his daily quest to show us all that life is precious. It is to be enjoyed and savoured. Every day, every hour, every minute counts.

Just ask Blake Johnston.




A note from Blakey

Hey humans,

My name’s Blakey Johnston. I’m a dad, a husband, a surf school owner, a surf coach, a mental health advocate, an endurance athlete and a dual world record holder (I’ll explain how that all came about a bit later).

Here’s the thing. If you’d told me as a young grom that one day I’d be writing a book as a world-record-holding endurance athlete and mental health advocate, I would’ve 107 per cent shrugged it off and said, ‘Nah, I’m gunna be a pro surfer.’

But we all have a story, right? And no-one’s story is more important or valuable than another person’s. We each have our own experience – and that’s what makes us unique.

As surreal as it feels to be writing a book, I know I’m doing it for the right reasons. I’m not a mental health professional. I’m not a spiritual guru. I’m not anyone special – just someone who lives in gratitude and who’s deeply curious about his own potential and the impact it can have on the people and the world around him.

For me, the hardest part about writing this book has been managing the good old imposter syndrome – trying not to sound like I’m pretending to be an expert, but also not being so vague that the message gets lost.

I just want to speak to people where they’re at.

So, it’s a raw and honest perspective, 107 per cent from the heart.

What I’ve learned is that if it weren’t for the heartache, the struggles and the growth, I wouldn’t be here, sharing my story. I know I’m exactly where I’m meant to be.

Swellbeing is me sharing my experiences and perspective on life, along with the toolkits and strategies that have helped me become more self-aware and make the changes I needed to take accountability for my thoughts, feelings and actions. There are seven toolkits – one at the end of each chapter.

Through the changes I’ve made, I’ve come to understand something powerful: I’ve always been deeply connected to my emotions. I feel things deeply – the good and the bad – in myself and in others. I’m sensitive to my own experience, and I carry a lot of empathy for the people I come across.

Growing up as a male in a family full of boys, in a working-class suburb like Cronulla, chasing a career in elite sport, then becoming a husband and father, I’ve always felt a little different.

For a long time, I questioned whether being sensitive and empathetic was a weakness or a curse. But through everything I’ve experienced, I’ve realised it’s neither. My vulnerability is a strength.

So, what’s the purpose of this book?

It’s about going beyond just having conversations around mental health and actually inspiring people to take action.

It’s about helping people see the best in themselves and create real, lasting change in their lives – especially when it comes to mental health.

This isn’t a ‘how-to’ book. It’s a ‘If I can do it, you can too’.

I’ve felt the full depth of human emotion – the highs and the heartbreaks, the pain and the joy. And I’ve come out the other side with a deeper understanding of who I am and what I’m capable of.

I believe that kind of growth and healing is possible for all of us.

This book is my way of saying: you’re not alone, and you’re way more capable than you believe. If sharing my story and the tools that have helped me can support even one person to hang on, to choose to stay and to believe there’s a way forward, then this has all been worth it.

Because the real goal?

It’s to be part of the change that transforms how we approach mental health – and ultimately, to help eliminate suicide.

I believe the way we create lasting change in mental health is by leading with action. It’s not enough to just keep talking about it – we need to inspire the youth by showing up, being present, showing vulnerability and living by example. By making hard conversations normal and making health and happiness our number-one priorities.

Young people are constantly being spoken to, taught, coached and instructed. But what they really need is for us to listen, with empathy. To walk alongside them, to talk with them, not to them, and to experience life with them so they’re not just surviving but thriving and growing into the people they want to become.

I’ve learned from experience that the impact we have on the people in our lives is built through our actions. Those daily commitments, the ones no-one sees: they are what shapes us. They’re what move us toward our goals. They build our resilience, our character and our ability to truly make a difference.

We need to show the next generation that there’s strength in vulnerability. That it’s okay to not have it all figured out. None of us do. Everyone is just doing the best they can with what they know. And when we become more self-aware, we grow more empathetic and compassionate – not just toward ourselves, but toward everyone else, too.

This isn’t about pretending everything’s fine or chasing perfection. It’s about learning to check in with yourself, to build awareness, to grow and to keep showing up – for yourself and for the people around you.

Writing Swellbeing has been one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I didn’t write this many words in my whole eleven years at school, and seeing decades of thoughts and feelings put down on paper has been a super emotional experience with lots of tears, but I’m certain it’s been a necessary part of understanding who I am. Getting it all out has helped me make sense of a lot – and I reckon it’s something I needed to do, not just for others but for myself, too.

Swellbeing isn’t a magic fix. It’s a mindset. A way of living that says: ‘I’m willing to face the hard stuff, to take responsibility and to keep moving forward – even when it’s uncomfortable.’

Because it’s a choice. And when you stay curious, you see opportunities for growth and fulfilment everywhere. You start creating a life that you’ll want to wake up at 4 am for. [image: ]

I believe that no matter where you are on the spectrum of mental health, you’re worthy of not only surviving but thriving and living a big life.

I hope there’s something in these pages that helps you feel seen, heard or understood. Because we’re not alone in this. We’re in it together, just doing our best to ride the waves.

I want as many people as possible to see the best in themselves, because I truly believe:

Everyone deserves to feel awesome.

And that includes you.

Big love,

Blakey [image: ]
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