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    FOREWORD


    I MET RYAN WHEN HE was 30 years old and had recently decided to make a positive change to his life. He chose the challenge of cold-water distance swimming, so our paths were bound to cross.


    Ryan asked if he could join me on a leg of my Cape Peninsula swim, which navigated 100 kilometres of often hostile, always cold waters. It was the leg that no one else wanted to do – and for good reason; the ten-kilometre stretch from Llandudno past Seal Island to Hout Bay was the coldest, wildest and arguably the most dangerous of the lot. And where seals congregate, there is always the chance of hungry great white sharks cruising around.


    It was a difficult swim that day. The water was icy and as turbulent as a washing machine, and Ryan became so violently seasick that he was eventually forced to pull out. Most people would be put off by a day like that. Instead, I remember thinking, ‘This guy is tough!’ I knew he would be back for more.


    Ryan proved me right many times over throughout the years of our friendship. I watched him progress from novice swimmer through the ‘hard yards’ of cold-water swimming, taking on newer and bigger challenges around the world, getting knocked down but always getting back up. I’ve watched him not only survive but break records in some of the planet’s most treacherous waters. I’ve especially admired his fighting spirit when he faced severe health challenges and came out even stronger – getting back into the sea every day.


    I remember once asking him where he was off to swim next. He told me he was about to fly from Cape Town via Anchorage, Alaska to the Bering Sea, to swim between two of the most remote islands in the world – effectively swimming between Russia and the USA.


    Few people have stories like Ryan’s to tell, and this autobiography will not disappoint. Ryan’s journey, from that first swim with me in Cape Town to taking on some of the world’s coldest swims in its most hostile waters, and on to the international speaking stage, makes for a riveting read.


    The way Ryan has chosen to live this one precious life is nothing short of inspirational.


    It is a testament to the power of the human mind, to triumphing over fear, pushing boundaries and incredible resilience.


    Enjoy the ride.


    LEWIS PUGH


    Endurance swimmer and UN Patron of the Oceans
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    CHAPTER 1


    FIRST STROKES


    AND SUDDENLY IT WAS TIME.


    ‘Go go go!’ shouted Amos, the Inuit-American local we had found to assist us.


    ‘It’s time! Jump, motherfucker, the Russians are watching!’


    I’m away from my son and everything that I love and that vaguely represent comfort. I’m wearing only a Speedo. I’m in a small metal boat with an old outboard engine and holding a rifle to fend off potential walrus interest, smack in the middle of the deadly Bering Sea. We are illegally in Russian waters after crossing the border beneath the shadow of Ratmanova Island, a first line defence military base against invasion.


    I’m about to attempt to become the first man to swim solo from Russia to the USA. The Russians had refused us permission to be there. We did ask, but we didn’t take no for an answer. And the water hadn’t been what was researched; it promised to be an icy 6 degrees Celsius but it was much colder. I had no idea if it was humanly possible to survive swimming a 3.8-kilometre distance to the USA in water that was 3.2 degrees Celsius, fighting powerful currents between these two extremely remote islands situated on opposite sides of the International Date Line, right in the middle of the treacherous Bering Sea and halfway between the Russia and Alaska mainlands. Limits were about to be pushed way beyond their breaking points.
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    I have to say at the outset that this is not a self-help book. It is a story about a journey, my journey. What was once hard for me to believe, I now accept as fact and embrace wholeheartedly. Because every story, every adventure, every failure, each curveball, and every success is filled with learnings, epiphanies, enlightenment and plenty of wow. If you believe that I am no different from you (and I really am not), you’ll finish my book well entertained, but with the benefit of an appreciation of how the mind works. You might well have a different outlook on your own challenges, a sense of empowerment and mostly, I hope, a new brilliant awareness of your own abilities and the power of stepping outside your comfort zone.
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    I grew up in Cape Town, South Africa. I have spent all my life there. I am one of four siblings, born to Duprecia and Clive Stramrood in 1973. I have an older brother, Jason, and two younger sisters, Melissa and Gill. Dad ran a small advertising business that took care of us. We were middle class, suburban and fierce supporters of one another. We were generally the last of our circle to embrace progressive change, such as the evolution to DVD from VCR. But we wanted for nothing.


    My childhood was one of privilege. We were protected from almost every political nuance, initially unaware of South Africa’s atrocities of apartheid. In time, I would witness the opening of white schools to all races, and I would eventually bring my own child into a multicultural country of complexity, opportunity and extreme beauty.


    But when I was a scholar at Rondebosch Boys’ Preparatory School, I was simply a self-conscious youngster, with an average academic record and middle of the range sporting interests. I played Park Rugby, where my dad was frequently a ref. He is, to this day, a rugby fanatic. I played some tennis and took up swimming. I was pretty good in the pool, but I was not hugely competitive. This element of me rings true to this day.


    My parents did not push me, though they attended and supported every gala. I became part of the school swimming team, with Mr Raymond as my first ever coach. I recall a feeling of dread around attending the squad practices. The narrative was suffocating; if you want to be an Olympian, a champion, this is the formula. I must have demonstrated some potential, as I was encouraged to seek additional private coaching.


    The cool kids from school swimming were being coached by Tom and Sue Frankel. My parents however chose a coach named Clara. Clara is my first memory of really being pushed to realise my sporting potential. I have no negative memories of these coaching sessions, but my heart wasn’t entirely in it. She was a brilliant coach with a trademark high-pitched and very loud ‘Goooooo!’ to set us off from the pool side. It is still etched into my memory 37 years later. We had regular Tuesday night galas. There was one defining moment on a Tuesday night that stands out to this day.


    I was about ten years old. I was there to dutifully take part in my races. I enjoyed winning when it happened, but it wasn’t a driving force. That particular evening my mom walked me over to the trophy table and pointed out the cup that I would take home if I won. She wasn’t being deliberate in her encouragement, or manipulative, but I looked at that beautiful cup and decided there and then that I would win. Of course, there was no way that I could improve on my physical potential at that point; I was minutes away from the race. I recall this moment as the first time that I made an entirely mental shift to achieve something more than my own limitations dictated. I simply decided to win. I focused, swam my arms off, and I took that cup home.


    As a father, I’m acutely aware of the possible impact that even innocuous words have on our children, in both positive and negative ways. In high school, I stopped swimming. Rondebosch Boys’ High School has a national reputation for rugby excellence, and so I laced up and ran out for the C Team. I sat in on all the B Team games in the hope that they would need me to run on as a substitute. I had secured my place with the cool kids, and my dad was at every game.


    It was during a game against archrival, SACS, that a shift occurred. My dad was there, always supportive. I played my heart out, I thought, and our team won convincingly. On the walk home, Dad put his arm around me and said, ‘Well done, boy, but your heart really isn’t in this sport, is it?’ He wasn’t being critical; it was just an observation from a man who knew rugby and who could easily spot a passion to play. Dad was dead right. I wasn’t in the game, and the game was not for me.


    The pursuit of the cool kids was not worth the fight. I’ve always been a little left of centre. I recall a pre-teen obsession with wanting a snake as a pet. A python, preferably. During the early 1980s a snake park opened in Strandfontein, and my brother and I applied to work there. It was more than 20 kilometres from home. Our Saturday morning shift required a two-kilometre walk to the train station, a train commute to the seaside suburb of Muizenberg, and a further two-kilometre walk down the beach to Strandfontein. We were employed to clean glass snake confinements, which required a gut willing to manage copious amounts of snake shit. Occasionally, we were permitted to handle a snake. We received R2 per shift, which was just sufficient train fare to get us home. Saturday play dates with the snakes.


    My desire to have a python didn’t die. Eventually I adopted a piece of rope called Sydney the Snake. He slept in my bed and went everywhere with me. My brother was entirely unimpressed and still teases me decades later.


    A truly reflective South African history will probably never be brought to light, despite all efforts to ensure that our generation, my son’s generation, and those that follow understand our complex and unequal past. As white youth growing up in the suburbs, attending government-funded schools, much of what we adopted or embraced was without depth of understanding. Way back in 1976, President PW Botha told parliament that ‘Our education system must train people for war.’ Youth Preparedness (YP) programmes which incorporated cadets became part of the compulsory curriculum at most schools, including Rondebosch. The South African Defence Force (SADF) became involved in school cadet training to prepare white youth for national service. By 1983, more than 150 000 South African children were involved in cadet training.


    But, true to form, I managed to dodge cadets in high school. Instead, I opted for the small drama group, the only alternative to marching up and down the school fields for two hours each week as a cadet. Only ten of us were permitted to take drama, out of 150 boys in the grade, and I did what was necessary to secure my spot. This was another early memory of me putting my mind to something I really wanted. I loved everything about drama.


    Other courses offered within YP included motor mechanics, explosion science and the like. One of the courses was beginner guitar lessons. Other than piano lessons in junior school, this was the one thing I recall my parents ever insisting that I do. My dad is a fireside guitarist with a golden voice, and Mom played the piano beautifully. I learned three or four chords and could strum Lily the Pink. Despite this being another separation between myself and the cool kids, it was a classic example of parents being right and I am forever grateful for this particular push.


    One of my dad’s favourite stories from my years at Rondebosch Boys’ High School involved my reluctant inclusion in a programme called Gateway. On a school night volunteers from Rondebosch would gather to welcome a bus load of individuals with intellectual disabilities. The guests ranged from teenagers to adults, and activities ranged from Bingo to dancing. My two closest friends, Sean Bell and Craig Whitman, were regular volunteers. I felt too self-conscious and awkward to volunteer myself, but was encouraged and eventually coerced by my mates, and so attended one evening.


    Forty or fifty guests arrived, and we were instructed to assist with the icebreaker activity; a bit of loud music and dancing. Sean and Craig, my mentors at my inaugural Gateway event, explained that we were to gently encourage those who appeared reluctant to lose their inhibitions to get on the dance floor. They pointed out a gentleman in his mid-fifties who appeared quite sad and distant. Sean explained that he was always the most difficult character to convince to join in the fun and that, for his own good, I should not take no for an answer.


    I mustered all my 15-year-old courage and went over to him to insist that he join in the fun. ‘No, thank you,’ he said quite coherently above the loud music. I looked over at my friends who indicated enthusiastically that I should continue with my efforts. After further verbal refusals from this gentleman, yet determined to help him, I awkwardly took his hand and pulled him up off his chair, telling him I would dance with him, hoping this would make him feel less shy. He shrugged me off, now irritated, and sat back down. Now at a complete loss, I again looked towards Sean and Craig for guidance. They were literally rolling on the floor with laughter; my gent was the group’s bus driver.


    Valentine’s Day at our school was one of the worst days for any boy who did not have a significant other, or secret admirer, at our sister school, Rustenburg. Tradition dictates that roses are sent by the girls to the boys, and vice versa, with a note or anonymously. The prefects handed them out, and popular boys would feign indifference as they departed with armfuls of wilted roses. Those who knew they were not in the running attended anyway, masking their lack of floral attention behind incessant teasing of the other boys. I was a pimply teenager, and terribly awkward in all interactions with girls. One year my name was called. I can still recall that moment and my heart pounding with surprise, relief and excitement. An anonymous Valentine, all mine. I still think it was one of my sisters, but it was a much-needed confidence boost!


    My brother Jason was far more of a ringleader than I was, and was constantly in trouble throughout our high school years. I followed the rules. I enjoyed a few sneaky beers, but I didn’t smoke and avoided all forms of drugs. Though not part of mainstream rebellion, I wasn’t a complete high school innocent either. During my Standard 7 (Grade 9) year, it filtered through the ranks that a Matric (Grade 12) boy with a brother in my year had unearthed a collection of his father’s pornographic tapes on VHS. This was apartheid South Africa in the late 1980s. Porn was highly illegal and was certainly not easily available – not even in magazine format. The school had two VHS machines, which would enable these entrepreneurial brothers to create copies of the collection and sell them on for a hefty fee.


    I was approached, and informed that if I could produce R40, I could bring a blank VHS to school and become the proud owner of a pirated copy of some dreadful 1970s pornography. I didn’t have close to R40, so I extended the entrepreneurial spirit of the operation and recruited three mates. A high school porn syndicate of sleepy suburbia was born. We each contributed R10 and would share custody of the tape.


    While waiting for the return of our VHS, we were in the school hall for a religious lesson, watching a (far more accessible) Christian film. The deputy principal walked in and stopped the movie. We knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that something serious was about to unfold. After all, it was the deputy principal, and he had just stopped a movie about Jesus. He announced that a list of boys would be named and that they should follow him immediately to the principal’s office. I recall thinking that they were in huge trouble, those boys. And then my porn syndicate was named.


    As we shuffled out the hall together we were able to whisper quick messages and it was unanimously agreed that we would all deny, deny, deny. We were not yet aware that a younger brother of one of the greater syndicate members had already broken ranks. The school knew everything, and the police had already been called. My head was spinning and I wasn’t sure if I was more afraid of my parents or the police. This was a serious matter, a combination of piracy and pornography, both of which were crimes in South Africa.


    A terrifying week passed by with ‘the accused’ spending all their time under interrogation rather than in class. But as they had not yet been involved, I began to imagine that the school would not contact my parents. Somehow, I had dodged an enormous bullet and might just escape parental wrath. Then one day during class I was told the principal wanted a meeting with my parents so that the next steps could be taken. They were shocked to learn that I had not yet brought them up to speed and I had to cycle home from school right away to do the necessary.


    Dad was out, so I sat down with my startled mother and explained the situation. She was not pleased, but quickly deferred by indicating that Dad would deal with it on his return. I was bracing for a hammering. Instead, when my father finished his debrief with Mom and addressed me, he said, ‘I believe you got yourself into trouble. Are you proud?’ ‘No,’ I said. ‘Good,’ was his final word on the matter. Then we all got ‘six of the best’1 at school, plenty of detention and community service and life continued as before, with decidedly less interest in 1970s porn.


    My high school sporting interests did not evolve. My parents invested in a smallholding with a strip of Breede River frontage three hours outside Cape Town, so weekend sports matches were discouraged as we regularly packed up on Friday afternoons and began a long and beautiful relationship with this property. Badminton was the last sport that I played, and played badly, while in high school. I did play cricket for a single season, but only for the jam doughnut that was promised at the final match. I bowled only a handful of times and went out for a duck at my only batting attempt. We were always active, and I remained a life enthusiast, but I just wasn’t sporty.


    In 1992 I began to study towards my degree at the iconic University of Stellenbosch which dates back to the 17th century. But I was entering its prestigious premises during one of our country’s most defining junctures. It was two years since President FW de Klerk had released Nelson Mandela from his 27 years of incarceration and two years prior to our country holding its first multiracial, democratic election. South Africa was buzzing with possibility, and the prospect of a unified Rainbow Nation.


    Less than an hour from my home in Rondebosch, Stellenbosch was a radical life change. From an English, all boys school, I would have to adjust to a co-ed Afrikaans university. I had lived my whole life at home and would now reside in my own (shared) flat, as I was too late for any koshuis (residence) applications. I swapped my trusty bicycle for a 1983 model Mazda 323 and began life in the picturesque town surrounded by wine farms and, more relevant, most of the official girls’ residences.


    Orientation Week is a big shindig at Stellenbosch. The first years are divided per koshuis, with the non-resident students gathered up to form the ‘Pieke’, a Private Student Organisation. Initiation included a serious statement of allegiance before our seniors. As one of few English boys in the Pieke group, I was immediately identified as a ‘Soutie’2 and made to know my place. We were told not to make eye contact with the seniors, as we pledged our loyalty. They made it known that any disobedience would be severely punished. I was amused; these large Afrikaans boys didn’t have that kind of authority over us, surely? The student next to me began to giggle uncontrollably. He was lifted out of his seat and thrown against a wall. Blood spattered off his face as he was thrown from the room and barred from the Pieke group. I was shocked into a quiet submission along with the rest of this new brotherhood. Much later, I learned that the giggler was planted, and the whole thing a strategic act to secure our buy-in and obedience. Nevertheless, it worked. The hierarchy had been established.


    One week into my first year, I noted a romantic trend known as sêr – Afrikaans slang for serenade. Guys would set up a proper old school evening serenade below the residence window of a girl who had captured their interest, singing to her and her friends in an attempt to impress them. My guitar playing skills had evolved considerably since the days of strumming Lily the Pink, so this first-year Soutie put his hand up and offered to upscale their efforts. We were in the midst of an all-out student battle between residences for the Gees Beker (Spirit Trophy) and word of my musical ability spread quickly among the Pieke brotherhood.


    My service was in high demand and, among the girls’ residences, I was becoming the sought-after serenader. The Richard Marx song, Hazard, was a popular tune at the time, with lyrics featuring a girl called Mary. This song, firmly in my repertoire, became the ultimate sêr. ‘Play Mary!’ shouted the girls, on almost every sêr attempt. And the Pieke lads would gather behind me with lighters ablaze while we put on a show. This earned me huge credibility, and I was able to cut through the hierarchy, and work on my awkward interactions with girls.


    For the second time in my life, I won a coveted cup. In an outcome that defied tradition, Pieke took home the Gees Beker, and I found my groove at Stellies.


    Further into my first year, my old school friends and I started a band which we called Dusty Rhythm – Craig Whitman, his brother Sean, Andrew Brown and me. We were young guys playing old 1950s and 60s covers. We played for events like weddings and 50ths. I played guitar and featured on vocals. After some time of regular birthday and wedding gigs, we wanted to test our band’s success in the pub scene.


    The Heidelberg Tavern in the student suburb of Observatory, Cape Town, was a popular pub in the 1980s. In 1993 three Azanian People’s Liberation Army (APLA) operatives entered the tavern and opened fire, killing four students and the owner of a neighbouring restaurant. An unexploded bomb (with nails strapped to the outside of it) was found close to the restaurant’s entrance. It remained open, but by the time Dusty Rhythm had secured a gig in its cavernous interior, around seven locals were propping up the bar on a Saturday night. We negotiated a fee of R500 and all the beer we wanted. A quart sold for R2.75, so for our first gig we recruited friends far and wide on the promise of cheap beer.


    Cape Town is notorious for having an ‘it’ venue that lasts months, sometimes years, before it fades out and is replaced by a new alternative. On the night of our first performance, we managed to bring in around 70 patrons largely thanks to the recruiting power of good friend Anton Potgieter. We played our hearts out and enjoyed a huge party.


    Those 70 spread the word, and the Saturday after that 300 arrived. Some for the cheap beer, some for our music. By the third gig, Heidelberg Tavern reached its 600 person capacity and had a queue snaking down the block. They had to employ bouncers and create a barricade around the band. This new-found fame lasted a whole year, until the band, divided by different ideas on the way forward, fizzled out. It was a year to remember, and one that shaped my confidence enormously.


    I remember Stellenbosch as a time of personal growth. I made some pocket money, made plenty of friends, and eventually achieved a bachelor’s degree in economics, which was presented almost entirely in Afrikaans to this Soutie. I passed first year, almost failed second year and realised our capacity for growth through failure. By third year, I began to excel. Some of my hand-written course notes circulated for years after I had graduated.


    At around 21 years of age, while working towards my degree, I met the most beautiful Afrikaans girl called Ilka Bezuidenhout, who had moved into the same block of flats as me. Annoyingly, she began to park in my parking bay. After ignoring all gentler attempts to make my point, I was forced to leave a curt but polite note on her windscreen about parking elsewhere. Via that little note, we became friends, and then fell in love.


    I married Ilka in 1999; a premature life move since I had not yet figured out who I was. Not even close. I was 21 when we met and we married at age 25. We had a home together in Cape Town, and we got caught up in the first wave of marriages within our friendship group.


    I saved for a long time to purchase a proper diamond, which cost a staggering R5 000. I borrowed a lot of that from my mom. I had the ring specifically designed, so on the day that the diamond was purchased, in cash, I was booked to see the designer and hand the diamond over for its fitting into the ring. The diamond had to travel from Stellenbosch to Claremont, wrapped in a slim package no bigger than a credit card.


    I called in on my parents on the way to the jewellery designer, eager to show off my prized purchase. They were suitably impressed but told me to put it right back in my pocket and get it straight to its destination safely. I did, and drove off. Halfway to the jeweller I felt for the diamond in my pocket, and realised it was no longer there. I never found it, despite a neighbourhood search party that went on for days. Ilka’s diamond was replaced by a R80 cubic zirconia, possibly fortuitous as a few years later I had my heart properly broken and was divorced at the age of 29 – a devastating perceived failure for me and a massive source of shame.


    About midway through my degree I realised that I needed a goal of sorts. I had no real corporate desire or direction at the time. However, I was raised with a robust understanding of the advertising world. My father had a small but successful ad-sales business called Stramrood & Associates, which sold advertising as a commodity on behalf of media channels. I approached my dad to ask if there was scope for me to join, and grow, his business. Initially, he declined my offer as there was no scope for an additional salary in his sole proprietor business, but he said I could work shadow him for a small retainer.


    I jumped at the opportunity and worked extremely hard. Once I had graduated, I began to call on clients with my dad. We dealt directly with advertising agencies, negotiating with their media departments to motivate our client platforms. I took my role seriously, and invested in a ridiculous silver briefcase, which probably gave me the appearance of a shady movie character carrying a stash of cash around.


    I recall sitting in meetings with my dad, my absolute role model, with big corporates such as the Rembrandt group, large Afrikaans gents in control of multimillion rand advertising budgets in the alcohol and tobacco industry, and our role was to canvass advertising spend from them for our trusted media. My dad couldn’t separate himself from his role of father in those meetings, referring to me, in front of these businessmen, as ‘sweetie’ or other parental terms of endearment.


    I was mortified but simply didn’t have the courage to ask my dad not to refer to me this way. Until one day we were driving back from a meeting, around six months into our work arrangement, and I noticed something was bothering him. He approached the matter succinctly, requesting that I no longer refer to him as ‘dad’ in business meetings, as it was not appropriate or professional. I therefore graduated from ‘sweetie’ to Ryan. And he was, henceforth, Clive.


    At around the same time, and with Dad … Clive … having doubled his staff contingent by engaging me, we brought on board a big newsprint client, the Natal Witness. I could then claim a salary, and continue learning from my dad, and his outstanding reputation in the ad industry. I slowly developed my own personality in the agencies and began to bring in sizeable campaign deals.


    In my second year of working alongside Clive, I was invited to a prestigious advertising awards ceremony called the MOMAs (Media Owner Marketing Awards). We were small players compared to the likes of the Media24 and Primedia houses of the time. I was asked to fly to Johannesburg to attend the awards ceremony. I declined, not seeing the point as it was unlikely that I would feature on any national sales award stage, but they contacted me to insist that it would be worth my while. I won multiple categories, right up there with and significantly beyond the big boys. I had secured my own industry reputation.


    Business boomed, alongside my sense of confidence. I recall making a bullish approach to Soccer Laduma, a relatively small weekly newspaper at the time representing the biggest sport in South Africa. I sat in front of Peter du Toit, then publisher, and the business’s general manager Zizi Hollander, with little to no knowledge of the game. I pitched successfully for his representation, which began a relationship that shaped my work ethic and approach for many years. Under my sales representation for over 22 years, Soccer Laduma remains a leading South African media platform, with a far reaching arm in the print and digital space. I was consumed by business, attending every function, every cocktail party and every opportunity to network within the ad world.


    But my full life had a growing niggle; there was always something lacking. As my dad took a back seat, it was all me. I was flat out, without the backing of a team.


    Business was booming. On one occasion a client, and now a friend, called Grant Fraser came to our Breede River home with his family as an incentive weekend away and for relationship building. We shared a beer on our stoep one evening, and I expressed some concern over my apparent slide towards the couch, and my total lack of sporting inclination. Grant suggested I join his swimming squad, under a coach called Gary Freeling. They trained from a school called Western Province Prep in upper Claremont. I had good swimming memories from junior school days, so swimming seemed a logical way for me to regain some semblance of fitness. I was fresh out of a painful divorce, and I needed change.


    I did about 30 to 40 lengths at my first session. It was a totally intimidating experience, arriving and having to choose a lane and pace. I pushed myself flat out in the first session, so much so that when I exited the pool and got into my car, I was close to vomiting. Male ego! But I went back, again and again, to that small squad.


    My fitness improved, and I began to meet people who had achieved crazy things, like a swim between Blouberg and Robben Island, the Cape landmark where Nelson Mandela spent the bulk of his 27-year incarceration. I could just about swim one continuous kilometre in a warm pool, the option to stop a comforting thought at the back of my mind. How was it possible to swim some 7.3 kilometres in just a Speedo, cap and goggles, in cold water with scary unknowns in the depths below and no opportunity to put one’s feet on the ground for between two and three hours? I was privileged to be in the company of such people, and in awe of their accomplishments.


    That was when I met a gentleman by the name of Tony Sellmeyer. He was a legend of the local swimming community, and had published a book on open water swimming which featured swimmers and their various achievements and personal stories. One day after a session Tony came over to me with a copy of his book and suggested I give it a read. He further suggested I set Robben Island as a swimming goal, at which I laughed heartily. But I took the book home, and that evening got stuck into the stories. Story after story. I could not put the book down.


    To a small degree, the book normalised open water swimming. It was not necessarily reserved for the superhuman, but I still couldn’t visualise myself out there. Tony wore me down at squad sessions, and eventually I set the Robben Island crossing as a goal. I figured that even if I just accompanied another swimmer for half their swim and then clambered into a support boat it would be worthwhile, and a bold step beyond my comfort zone.


    I did the research, put in the training, and on 19 December 2003 I made my first ever attempt to swim from Robben Island to Blouberg Beach. I swam with a young woman called Sarah Matthews who had done it before. It was her swim, and I asked if I could jump in and see how far I could get. I had told my parents about my plans to attempt the crossing, and they urged me in no uncertain terms to please cancel or at least postpone. They were both surprised and petrified by the daunting prospect and were as worried for me as I was for myself.


    I succeeded. Now there simply was no turning back.


    


    
      
        1‘Six of the best’ was a corporal punishment norm across South African schools. The principal would instruct the boy to remove his blazer, bend forward and hold on to the back of a chair to receive six excruciating cuts across the buttocks with a cane.

      


      
        2‘Soutie’ is short for the Afrikaans word soutpiel. White English-speaking South Africans were sometimes referred to in a derogatory or teasing manner as soutpiele, or salty penises – one foot in England and the other in Africa, their penis hanging in the sea.
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