The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 10: Redefining Success After a Near-Death Experience with Tammi Spring
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're joined by Tammi Spring, a writer and photographer at FierceHorizons.com. Sally Mayberry conducted the interview.
Please be advised this episode briefly discusses abuse and sexual assault.
-----
Sally Mayberry, Byline:
Your life's journey so far is fascinating. Maybe we can start by having you share with us just a little bit of the old Tammi and how you arrived at the person you are today.

Tammi Spring:
I think that I was taught that it was up to us to do everything that we wanted in life. That nothing could hold us back. I was just a super high achiever. I worked my way through, at a young age through some pretty big jobs and major media companies and then went into digital technology in the late 90s. And then went into work for the federal government in crowdsourcing and open innovation, where I found myself two years into that job diagnosed with cancer.
I was told that if I didn't get treatment I would be gone in less than a year. I went against my own personal feelings about the types of treatment that they wanted me to do and I said I would do it for my kids. But in my fifth round of chemo it was really bad. My body couldn't handle it. I lost sensation in my body. I was turning gray. I couldn't feel in myself and I couldn't get off the couch. I couldn't eat.
You know, I didn't have anything obviously wrong with me. The doctors would say “do you have a fever?” No. You know, “do you have these pains?” Yes, I'm constantly in pain.
There came a time where I realized I was floating outside of my body while lying on the couch and I needed to see somebody or do something about that. And one of my best friends was driving me to the hospital and I was talking and she said that I just had a seizure type of movement and I slumped right over.
And in my experience I left this earth.
I went directly into the next post-life experience and it was absolutely beautiful, incredible. And I was okay with that. I said okay well that was great. And then I really said an opportunity to come back. And I chose to come back for my kids.
One of the things that I committed to and the second chance at life was to get back into creative work, storytelling, and writing. And especially to tell the story of my experience. I don't know it's taken these seven years to finally get to a point where I can talk about it I think.
Sally:
With so many demands on our attention we often put our self-care and our needs last. We often push aside the uncomfortable stuff because we all tell ourselves we don't have time. How have you been able to make changes?
Tammi:
Absolutely the hardest thing to do was to stop doing unnecessary things and focus on what was important. Slow down and allow myself breaks and not feel pressured. You know one of the things that I wrote about the piece called “Speed of Life”… going down, going low, being quiet, and letting the ground hold you, letting the earth hold you. Letting the presence of exactly that moment and doing nothing but breathing. 
That that was the self-care that I needed and to not fight my way out of it. That's one of the things that I said to everyone right at the beginning of letting folks know about my cancer treatments was I don't want words of violence and fighting. Having the goal of being at peace with my body with what is going on and at the same time I was like “wow my own breasts are trying to kill me.” Like this is kind of bizarre way of thinking about it but teeny tiny little cells they're just gonna take you down. 
And I really wanted to honor for myself this idea that I could be okay with what was happening and try to make the changes that would be without having that aggressive mentality and that fighting violence mentality. Which was the way I had been living my life; which was you know anything you want fight for it push harder. To spend the next six and seven years learning to go instead to learning to go within the flow of things. Learning to let things come and let things go. It's still an ongoing mission, in understanding what self-care for me means and understanding how to – at any given moment – let go of something that is unnecessary or that isn't serving my highest mission and my part in life.
What I learned in the last couple of months before my near-death experience while I was going through the cancer treatments was I was the only one who was going to be with me to look out for myself. That was a really profound moment to know that in one way you were totally alone and responsible for yourself. And at the same time I felt completely held and loved in community and with family and friends and colleagues. And to really feel if I'm going to have the life that I want if I'm going to live for the reason that I was put here on earth it's my responsibility to do that. And it's okay to tell people no. It's okay to change my mind. It's okay to switch gears. It's okay to do all of those things that displease other people in order to make myself whole and complete.
Sally: 
These are the things that we're taught as kids in our society and it's difficult to break away from that. Can you expand on this notion of a velocity problem and how this interferes with our happiness or being able to resolve outstanding personal challenges?
Tammi:
The idea is that in the speed of life we get caught up in the momentum, the busyness, and the activity of things. That momentum is going to keep pushing us forward without stopping to reconsider what we're doing or to fight our way out of depression or low points or things that are warning signals for us that we should be stopping. If we feel like we're not allowed to stop that we can't give our permission to slow down that we can't regroup and do something different, the velocity of all of that movement just takes us on someone else's path or someone else's agenda.
For me the idea that we can gift ourselves a break, or to embrace the quiet or embrace the downtime that we have, which is so similar to what's been happening the last few months – is that when we're in those quiet spots if we allow ourselves to be… if we don't numb and we don't distract and binge and all those other things if we allow ourselves to be with where we are and that quiet we get to know who we really are and what's important to us.
There's a great Thomas Merton quote about busyness: “busyness is a form of violence”. That's what I see with that bright movement heavy velocity time of everybody going so fast and so furiously and so aggressively towards things is that we don't even realize that the busyness that we're embracing is actually violence against our own bodies and our own Souls. They just want to be in the world, without having to perform and to look for the accolades for performance.
Sally:
You faced more adversity than most of us will ever experience. In a way kind of the analogy I like to put with you is that you're a cat with nine lives. And where do you muster up the courage to keep moving and find the silver lining in life?
Tammi:
When I was young my parents were alcoholics. That, in itself, was a difficult situation to live with. Super high achieving, lovely, wonderful, amazing people, whose addictions also shaped the relationship that we had and the relationship that they had with the world. I was really young and I was sexually assaulted by an older teenager in my community. I was suicidal in eighth grade. I just something in me, something it was so burning fire in me said “no, we are going on, you've got this.” Like “I'm not gonna let some other thing knock me down.” Feeling that fire, feeling that light inside of myself and realizing I could do anything that I wanted for myself. 
Flash forward many years later I got married to somebody who I found out was an addict, in many respects also had some very serious mental health disorders. I decided not to leave the marriage and to try to help that person and partner with them and do our best. And I really believed in the love and the companionship. I believed in our family. And I wanted so much for my children to have a cohesive family. And unfortunately that didn't work out and that person harmed me.
One of the things I try to write about is that strong women think that we've got it all under control. We can't see the signs. You make a six-figure salary and you have a great group of friends and your beautiful children, and you think everything's fine and you're lying to yourself about some of those things.
And so going through that divorce, needing to quite literally go into hiding and escape that situation right after my cancer treatments were finished led to some big adventures. Unfortunately then, as I was doing some healing from that, I slipped back into my old way of being in my life, which was achievement-oriented, corporate, big, running worldwide-program type of activities, and not focusing on my wellness and the love for my family and the day-to-day kind of presence that I had earned and learned from my near-death experience.
A wake-up call came in the form of a car accident where a truck hit five of us, caused a five car pileup, and I was in the middle of it. And at that point the universe said enough.
I had to go on a full stop for a couple of years to rehabilitate from that car accident and that's when I got back into the photography pretty aggressively and writing every day for hours and feeling very much held and supported on that path.
I realized how incredibly lucky I was to be alive. I think just a lot of grace, a lot of patience, a lot of allowing myself into those darker moments of being low and having a medical community too that supported that. That didn't try to say take this pill or do this thing or push yourself out of those low points. They said just stay there. If you feel okay there, stay there until you're ready to take the next step. And then it became very much about presence and one step at a time. What brings me joy and purpose is time in nature connecting with natural things. 
My happy place is on a dirt path high up in the mountains, feet in sand and the water, hugging trees, taking in the full sensory experience of being a human here on this earth, which I believe it's a giant playground. It is everything. It is everything we could imagine and more. All of those beautiful moments in nature I am just in awe of all of that. It's really about allowing myself time to just go walk for hours. Just take in whatever the experience is.
My hope for everyone is that you don't have to have a near-death experience to be able to take a break in your life and give yourself the turning point and the choices that you need to experience this gift of this lifetime to be who you are in every facet. To be joyful and loving and have so much fun with that. 
We all shouldn't have to die to learn that we didn't live.
----
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series, visit the Common Learning Portal. 
