
A D V E N T U R I S T
T H E

ONE IMPOSSIBLE CHALLENGE. ONE INCREDIBLE GUY. GO.
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The Cold Embrace 
AWASH WITH PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH BENEFITS, COLD-WATER SWIMMING 

IS MAKING BIG WAVES IN THE WELLNESS INDUSTRY. VETERANS ACCLIMATISE 
THEMSELVES TO NEAR-FREEZING TEMPERATURES OVER YEARS. WE SPOKE TO RYAN 
STRAMROOD, WHO – AMONG VARIOUS OTHER FROSTY CHALLENGES – HAS SWUM 

FROM ROBBEN ISLAND TO BLOUBERG 100 TIMES. 
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Immersing yourself in water 
just the right side of ice triggers involuntary 
physiological and psychological reactions. 
When you submerge yourself to neck level, 
it triggers the body’s cold shock response, 
instantly causing you to hyperventilate. 

Which, combined with the physical 
sensation of being in an unquestionably hostile 
environment, can result in genuine terror. Your 
breath escapes you, try as you might to find it. 
Your skin scalds in the burning cold, and your 
limbs become distant friends who can’t quite 
hear what you’re saying to them. 

“Most people who drown in cold water do 
so because of panic,” says Jeremy Laming, an 
international cold-water swimming mentor. “It 
takes a while to go hypothermic – 30 minutes, 
give or take. But if you panic, and breathe in 
water when you first go in…”

Chills And Thrills
“Panic comes into it for sure. Swimming in 
cold water is not only exhilarating – it can also 
be extremely challenging,” agrees cold-water 
swimmer Ryan Stramrood.

Stramrood has not only crossed from 

Robben Island to the African mainland 100 
times (so far), but has also swum solo across 
the notorious English Channel; swum the 
first official “Ice Mile” in -1°C water in 
Antarctica, with a team of South Africans; 
completed the world’s first swim around 
Cape Horn, the southernmost tip of South 
America; and – again, with some extreme 
friends – was the first South African male 
to swim from Europe to Africa across the 
Straits of Gibraltar.

Impressive feats under any conditions; but 
even more so when you consider that cold-
water zealots like Stramrood don’t do wetsuits 
– he swam all of his epic swims in just a pair of 
tight swimming skins, a cap, and goggles. 

“It’s the challenge that I like the most,” 
Stramrood says. “Once you realise that the 
pain and panic will go away, you can start to 
focus the whirlwind of conflicting sensations 
going on in both your body and your mind. 
And once you find peace with those, it’s easy 
to focus on the beauty,” he says.

Of course, Stramrood didn’t just wake up 
one day and decide to be an ice-water swimmer. 
“It’s been a wonderful journey for me,” he says. 

Ryan Stramrood has 
swum all of his epic 

swims in just a pair of 
tight swimming skins, 
a cap, and goggles. 
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“I started swimming (in a pool) quite late in 
life, purely with the goal of getting fit. But soon 
I was set the challenge of trying to swim from 
Robben Island to Blouberg… and you know, that 
Cape Atlantic Ocean water is cold!” 

As Stramrood trained for this challenge, 
he was amazed at how difficult it was to 
extend his time in icy water conditions. “It 
was interesting to experience the powerful 
defence mechanisms our bodies and minds 
have, to try to get us out,” he says. “The colder 
the water, the more profound the impact on 
body and mind – so I’ve used the cold water 
to learn about my mind, and my ability to 
override certain default defences designed to 
hold us back; and to achieve feats I honestly 
did not believe were possible.”

The Science Of Chilling
This is why cold-water swimmers don’t wear 
wetsuits. “The challenge of many open-water 
swims (Robben Island, the English Channel, 
and many others) is not the swim’s distance; 
but rather, performing in the cold,” Stramrood 
explains. “The distance is difficult, sure – 
but getting physically fit for this part of the 
challenge is formulaic. The impact that the cold 
water has is massive, and the conditioning and 
strength required are hugely mental.”

According to Stramrood, there’s no formula 

for this. It stems from millions of years of 
human evolution, and is tough to overcome. 

“Wearing a wetsuit eliminates the 
element of cold, and therefore makes the 
swim much easier. Swimming – for example, 
the seven kilometres from Robben Island 
to Blouberg – in a wetsuit can’t be fairly 
compared to a skins swim. But that remains a 
personal choice,” he says.

Okay, so you’re not about to tackle a Robben 
Island to Blouberg crossing; but immersing 
yourself in cold water can have various benefits 
for any average guy. 

“The fantastic thing about cold-water 
swimming is that it doesn’t matter how 
good you are at swimming. It’s the perfect 
leveller – everybody shakes,” says Laming. 
The ‘shakes’ we’ll get to later; for now, let’s 
venture into the laboratory. 

Laming, as a coach, is not alone in his 
sentiments. Everyone in a white coat seems 
solid on the fact that cold water has significant 
benefits for your physical health. Taking 
you out of your temperature-controlled 
home/office/car can (deep breath) boost 
your immune system, supercharge your 
metabolism, enhance your pain tolerance, 
improve your recovery speed, and up your 
testosterone levels. 

It’s the boost to your mental health, 

however, that’s made waves in the press. A 
2018 study in the British Medical Journal 
found that regular cold-water immersion can 
fight depression, through a process called 
habituation. 

Put simply, regularly subjecting yourself to 
this particular stress can blind your reactions 
to other stressors. There are increasingly loud 
calls for open- and cold-water swimming to 
be prescribed by GPs to patients experiencing 
lower-level anxiety and stress. 

When Cold Is A Drag
While everybody might shake, the cold 
obviously has profound implications for 
the individual’s ability to swim. This is 
according to renowned sports scientist 
Dr. Jonathan Dugas, PhD, who has written 
extensively on the subject. 

“For all those who watched in despair as 
the character played by Leonardo DiCaprio 
wasn’t able to swim to safety in the movie 
Titanic, you now have a physiological 
explanation – he simply couldn’t swim, 
because his skin and muscles were too cold 
to contract normally.” (Though far be it from 
us to suggest that Hollywood portrayed that 
scene accurately!) 

“The principle remains, however – a good 
swimmer in warm water will be an average 

“I live my life 
looking at my 
world and my 
‘impossibles’  
very differently – 
thanks to the many 
‘impossibles’ I’ve 
simply gone out 
and done!”  
– Ryan Stramrood
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THE ADVENTURIST

Stramrood. “It’s as simple as that. If you’re in 
Cape Town and have access to our wonderful 
icy oceans, join one of our groups who have 
regular dips in the water – and start to 
understand your body and mind.”

But don’t just dive right in. “Walking 
in is the safest way to enter cold water. 
Diving in is risky, especially for beginners. 
So stride, but don’t stop,” advises Laming. 
“Splash your body, then get your chest 
under. Aim for five minutes.” 

Both experts warn about the “after-drop” 
– the shaking effects you suffer once you’re 
out. Once your body registers that it’s warm 
again, you start shaking uncontrollably. Your 
circulatory system sends blood back to your 
whole body, but your hands and feet speed-
chill that blood and send it back, bringing 
your core temperature crashing down.

According to Stramrood, you must get into 
dry clothes as quickly as possible – base layer, 
sweater, tracksuit bottoms, thick socks, shoes, 
jacket, hat and gloves. 

The science will tell you that 
vasoconstriction is your body’s self-
protection system, hoarding warm blood 
in your core to keep vital organs toasty 
when extreme cold threatens. It does 
this to the detriment of your extremities, 
meaning fine motor tasks require total 
concentration. But in return for that 
unrivalled thrill you feel as you exit the 
freezing water… who needs to be able to 
button a shirt, anyway?

swimmer in the cold. And a weak swimmer in 
the warm... well, that’s a recipe for trouble,” 
says Dugas.

Not a good swimmer? Here’s some 
good news for you. “Humans are adaptable 
organisms; and just like we make adaptations 
to things like marathon training, we also make 
adaptations to stressors such as cold-water 
immersion,” Dugas says. “The data show 
that exposures to cold water as short as three 
minutes in a 10°C shower will attenuate the 
cold-shock response by as much as 20 to 30%.”

You say you’re a decent swimmer, and keen 
to test your temperature tolerance? “Find 
others who do the same, and join them,” says 

W H AT  H A P P E N S 
W H E N  Y O U  TA K E 
T H E  P L U N G E
Ryan Stramrood 
talks us through the 
freeze, gasp by gasp.

“Let’s assume the 
water’s around 12, 13, 
14 degrees Celsius, 
and you’re doing a 
recreational swim, not 
some big challenge,” 
says Ryan. “Firstly, 
walk in – don’t dive 
in, unless you’re very 
familiar with the cold 
and how your body 
is going to react. But 
be prepared for these 
reactions…”

Pain
“There’s always 
going to be a lot 
of discomfort and 
pain at this sort 
of temperature, 
especially when you 
put your face in the 
water. You’ll feel that 
‘ice cream’ headache, 
and every part of your 
body will ache.” 

The Urge To Get The 
Hell Outta Dodge
“Usually, the 
inclination here 
is to spend a few 
very short minutes 
and then run out. 
However, if you 
persevere, and stick 
it out for the 5 to 10 
minutes that the 
pain’s going to last, 
then it all becomes 
really beautiful; 
and you’ll have a 
significant margin out 
in that water where it’s 
pleasant, and you’ll 
wonder why you ever 
wanted to get out.” 

Survival Mode
“If your swim is a 
long(er) one, however, 
eventually the cold is 
going to creep into 
your core. Round 
about now, your body 
will start to contract; 
it’s going to start doing 
another defence job 
on you, and trying to 
get you out. 

“This is generally a 
good time to actually 
get out, because your 
core temperature 
is starting to drop. 

This is very, very 
dangerous; and it’s 
what we train very 
hard for, both to 
understand it and 
to tolerate it during 
extreme challenges.” 

I’m-Alive Euphoria
“So now you walk 
out of the water, and 
you feel absolutely 
wonderful – if you’re a 
novice, you might feel 
that you don’t even 
need a towel to dry off 
with. That’s because 
usually the air is 
warmer than the water, 
and everything’s nice 
and warm. But then 
the after-drop starts to 
happen.”

The Shivers 
“All the blood that 
left your extremities 
– arms, legs, biceps, 
fingers and toes – to 
sit in your central 
core (to protect those 
vital organs), starts to 
release, and to flow 
back to your (now 
very cold) extremities. 
It circulates through 
them, and then back 
into your core. 

“So that warm blood 
is cooled, and then 
starts to reduce the 
temperature of your 
core (that’s what’s 
known as the ‘after-
drop’). And that’s when 
the shivering kicks in.” 

Warmth And Stoke 
(Yes, Really)
“Shivering is good, 
even though it feels 
horrible. It means 
you’re starting to 
warm up. It will last 
for a while and be 
terrible, but then you 
turn the corner; and 
all of a sudden that 
shivering subsides, 
and you feel a bit 
of warmth and 
relaxation come over 
your body, and the 
endorphins kick in – 
and it’s fantastic. 

“Get into the sun (or 
a warm room), and 
get yourself into dry 
clothes as soon as 
possible. Any little bit 
of moisture left on 
the skin is just going 
to prolong the after-
drop.”

THE FREEDOM 
SERIES 
freedomswimseries.
co.za 
Started and owned 
by Ram Barkai, this 
organisation holds an 
event in the Western 
Cape every public 
holiday. 

MIDMAR MILE 
midmarmile.co.za
The iconic KZN race 
is a good challenge 

to train for, if you’re 
not ready for the cold 
embrace of ice water 
– but it does get 
crowded! 

FREEDOM DAY SWIM 
freedomswimseries.
co.za
The pinnacle of the 
Open-Water Swim 
series is a race from 
Robben Island to 
Blouberg – seven 
kays across the chilly 
Atlantic.

SIGN UP FOR THE SWIM TEAM
Open-water swimming isn’t huge in SA yet, 
but it’s growing fast. Get in the water. 


