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			Foreword
(by Steven Muñatones, President of WOWSA)

			Diego López is the epitome of an adventurer of the 21st century. He is a pioneer in the open water. He dreams of big goals and figures out how to achieve them. He constantly pushes himself physiologically and psychologically, with a twinkle in his eye and a broad smile on his face that make his incredibly difficult challenges seem much easier than they actually are. This book shares the experiences and encounters from each of his Continents Seven swims, and valuable lessons for people of all ages and backgrounds.

			Steven Muñatones, Founder and President

			World Open Water Swimming Association (WOWSA)

			 

		

	
		
			Preface 

			I first stepped onto Madrilenian soil in the summer of 1995, just after I turned 14 years old. My sister was about to start her pursuit of a degree in Engineering School – an educational program that was not offered back then in the Canary Islands, where we were from. My parents and I had traveled with her to help her settle in. On one of the first days of the visit, my dad took us to Nuevos Ministerios. Once we surfaced from the subway, he told us,

			“Look, kids, this is the broadest street in the whole of Spain.” 

			The Real Madrid soccer squad led by Zamorano and, increasingly, Raúl, had just won La Liga, and I was a die-hard fan of the team. My father knew this and pointed to the Santiago Bernabéu Stadium on our right as we walked up La Castellana. However, I could not stop looking at the buildings of the AZCA complex on the left, especially Torre Europa and Torre Picasso. Later that day during lunch, I said with a serious look, 

			“Dad, one day I am going to work in those towers.”

			For some context: I had just finished primary school, or EGB, as we used to call it in Spain, and had chosen Science for my secondary studies. I had no knowledge about numbers, let alone finance. I do not know whether it was the aura of the towers, the power of the country’s capital, or some ambition I was yet to show. But I managed to keep my word, and ended up living in the AZCA area and working in Torre Europa’s top floor for several years. 

			I started dreaming even bigger from that 27th floor, trying to get a transfer to the New York offices of the consulting firm I was working for. However, the ubiquitous financial crisis was distressing markets all around the world, and it was not going be that easy for me. Hiding in the fire escape exit, I went through some phone interviews and ended up accepting an offer from Qatar, a country I could not even locate on a map. Acquiring experience in the emerging markets of the Middle East, China, and Brazil during the following seven years was key, though, and I finally managed to move to my dream city of New York in summer of 2016, with a place on Park Avenue and an office on Madison. It took him 21 years, but that obstinate Canarian teenager had reached the world’s financial epicenter.

			Most of the events in my life have occurred in the same manner. Incredibly stubborn, I have always had the virtue or curse of setting goals that seemed unreachable on paper, and working non-stop until I reached them. 

			The same goes for swimming, which I started as a sweating, fat kid. From that beginning, I evolved into an average pool swimmer whose biggest success was pipating in the Nationals as a relay competitor. Nobody would have betted on me to become a relatively good open water swimmer, and eventually, a world champion ice swimmer.

			Both stories have more in common than you may realize. Being a financier has helped me become a better swimmer, and being a swimmer has helped me become a better financier. During 2018, I completed a number of open water swims throughout the seven continents that affirmed most of the values I suspected I had in me – values that had helped me to advance and reach most of my goals in life. This book is a summary of these values and lessons, written in the first person, with the hope that they will be helpful to the reader for his or her purposes and objectives, whether regarding sports, business, or simply life.

		

	
		
			Take risks – success lies beyond your comfort zone

			My exposure to swimming in open water during my early years was limited. For training complementary to pool practice, I took part in the first three editions of the Playa de las Canteras, a three-mile sea swim in Gran Canaria, as well as in the annual one-point-six-mile swim between Lanzarote and La Graciosa at only 18 years old. But when I moved away from the Islands, first for my studies and then for work, I set aside these activities.

			10 years after leaving home, I landed in an island of the Far East – Hong Kong. A former British colony independent for now before inevitable Chinese invasion, the Asian territory has a climate similar to that of the Canary Islands. Temperatures are moderate all year round, and the sea temperature is always above 60 degrees. In the 1990s, three Australian expats saw the potential of the beaches on the south side of the island and formed the Open Water Swimmers of Hong Kong, or OWSHK.

			I will never forget my first day with the OWSHK in October 2011. For some strange reason, most beaches in the island have shark nets offshore. This means that the bathing area is delineated by broad yellow pipeline, from which drops netting that reaches down to the depths of the ocean. I am not sure how much of a shark attack the net could handle, but it was intimidating when you were in the water.

			[image: ]

			That day, however, I headed with conviction to Repulse Bay beach as instructed by email and joined the other 25 swimmers who were waiting there. I got undressed and waited for instructions. Lloyd, an older Aussie with a strong accent, divided us into speed groups and invited us to jump over the shark net and swim three miles out in the deep sea. 

			“What do you mean, over the shark net?” I asked. 

			“Relax, we always do that,” my teammates assured me, after seeing my reaction.

			Fear is a feeling that prevents many good pool swimmers from becoming great open water swimmers. Sharks, jellyfish, currents, chop … out there, it is all about the unknown – the impossibility of knowing what is underneath you or the swells that you are going to face. I often compare an open water swim with a long-haul flight, when you do not know whether you will experience turbulence or not, but just need to trust that you will reach your destination. Fear is irrational, and if you manage to beat it and use the energy in your favor, you can do great things in life. 

			That day, I decided to ignore my panic, prejudices, and doubts, and swim towards the deep along with my teammates. It was easier to do this with a group, but this has not always been the case.

			***

			In my professional career, I have had to face countless fears, fight against lots of currents, and learn how to proverbially swim in many new and unknown environments. For example, 2010, when I was enjoying the comfortable life of a consultant in Madrid, and decided to move to the Middle East. Or 2016, when I decided that I had had enough of that region, and left to Spain for a few months before securing a formal offer from New York. 

			But without a doubt, the riskiest situation I faced was last summer, 2018, when for various reasons, I had to leave my professional safety zone. For first time in my life, I stopped life as a salaried employee and started working as a freelance consultant.

			They say that a child inherits certain qualities from his or her parents at birth, and the rest is learned in the years thereafter. In my case, I inherited rigor and love for numbers from my father and learned geographic and demographic lessons from my mother. Hence, I love to analyze the social patterns of different generations.

			Until very recently, society had very standardized stereotypes. Baby boomers have always followed the same objectives in life: getting a new job, getting married, buying a house, and having kids. They are generally more educated and like to read and save more, although they also used to smoke and drink more, and did not pay too much attention to sports. 

			Millennials, however, have changed all social patterns. They are the selfish generation, with a short attention span driven by technological innovations and social media, seeking immediate recognition and choosing experiences over stability at any given time. Nonetheless, this generation (in which I include myself, having been born in 1981) does something very well: challenging and validating the work model. We assume more risks, and love the idea of being entrepreneurs.

			In fact, a salary can be a double-edged sword and can keep you still for years at a job that does not make you happy, just for the fear of losing it. But the new generations are not afraid of quitting their jobs, or even of being fired. They are ready to carry out the trial-and-error method, failing several times before achieving success. And Americans know this by heart. 

			Spanish actor Antonio Banderas recently spoke on TV about a night at the Oscars when he was approached during the celebration by a shy man who told him that he was not an actor, but had been invited to the party for being the founder of “certain company” after having experienced a series of failures. That company was Uber. According to a recent survey, 75 percent of American graduates would like to become entrepreneurs, while 75 percent of Spanish graduates would like to become civil servants with a riskless 9-to-5 job.

			Incorporating my business in the United States was not easy, but it was a calculated and well-managed risk. I had received calls from clients with projects I could not have pitched under my employer, and saw the opportunity to do it on my own. I identified the right timing and opportunity.

			***

			One does not jump over the shark net and swim in the deep sea if there is a huge swell or an invasion of jellyfish that day. One looks, checks, and if all is well, goes ahead. So remember: study your options well, calculate the risks, and more importantly, learn how to work with them. You will never aim at anything new unless you manage to get out of your comfort zone.

		

	
		
			Dream big, and don’t stop until you make it

			I moved to the United States in September 2016. I had had a turbulent time during my last year in Abu Dhabi, and all I wanted was a clean state, a second opportunity in life. And I could not think of a better place to have one than in the land of opportunity.

			I arrived with a work visa, fixed employment, and a good salary, which always helps. However, I suspected that my new professional role was not necessarily going to fulfill me, and wanted the opportunity to get back to swimming. Besides missing swimming, I had been under a lot of stress – with some hair loss and my body weight exceeding 220 pounds, taking it up again was not going to do any harm.

			After my stint in the open waters of Hong Kong in 2011 and 2012, I had taken part in some competitions in Brazil (the famous Rei e Rainha do Mar in Copacabana beach) and in the United Arab Emirates (around the Burj Al Arab Hotel in Dubai, and at the Emirates Palace in Abu Dhabi, among other swims), but had stopped training regularly. 

			Once in New York, I did my research and decided to join the Bearcat masters swim team. The team’s pool was fairly close to my apartment and I would swim four or five practices a week and run twice weekly. Furthermore, I would do so before going into the office – I would wake up at 5 a.m. every day after 15 years of not doing so. I wanted to feel the great benefits of rising bright and early again, of starting the day with energy.

			I was new in a city (New York, no less) and meeting interesting people. I had a fresh role to fit into, and had to pass registration exams required to provide investment banking services in the United States. Waking up at 5 a.m. to swim an average of three miles every day on top of all this called for a significant level of commitment. And I admit it: I am not one to swim just to be in shape or to socialize. I needed a target. 

			I started digging during a dead time at the office and saw that there was a swim called 20 Bridges that circumnavigated the whole of Manhattan Island – 28.5 miles counterclockwise along the Hudson, East, and Harlem rivers. At that point, I had been out of races for over a year, and did not feel ready for such a challenge. I still sent in my application to see what happened. 10 days later, I was invited to swim around Manhattan in August of 2017.

			I spent Christmas of 2016 in Namibia and South Africa, once again visiting my “brother from another mother,” Mike. He has very strong sports values, having been a top-class rower in his early days, and shares his principles with me often. On New Year’s Day, after kayaking for me during a practice swim in the Kasouga River, he made me promise that I was going to complete the 20 Bridges swim, and told me that he would come to support me. We closed the deal, and there was no turning back. 

			Richard Branson says, “If somebody offers you an amazing opportunity and you’re not sure you can do it, say yes…then learn how to do it later.” That was exactly what I did. I paid the deposit for the race registration (not cheap!), and committed to putting in the hours to get back in shape during the following months. Given that none of my masters teammates did open water swimming, I would also plan my own itinerary of training swims and competitions. 

			New York has beaches, but the water is too cold in the winter and it was not going to be easy. I kept training in the pool and started racing in increasingly difficult swims in warmer places (e.g. Florida, the Caribbean Sea) to gain distance training and exposure to the open water. 

			***

			Planning has been one of my strengths throughout my professional career. The first time I heard about Finance was during my Senior year of college at the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid. I really liked it, and obtained a distinction (A+) in the subject. After earning my undergraduate degree, I was accepted into Master’s programs at the Institute of Stock Exchange Studies (IEB) and the Garrigues Center of Studies. I chose the latter, given that I had a Tax Professor at home.

			My year in Garrigues helped me understand the financial sector in Spain better. Working hours were going to be long and the starting salary was going to be low. Furthermore, I was always going to be at a disadvantage for having a Canarian accent (similar to a Latin American accent), two common surnames, and a history of having attended public school instead of Madrid’s exclusive schools (CUNEF or ICADE).

			It was then when I came up with my “Plan,” which I have not shared with anyone until now. I would earn a second Master’s degree in London at a top school in order to remain there and gain some experience on Mergers and Acquisitions (M&A). After a few years, I would pursue an MBA in New York and end up working for one of those trendy Private Equity (PE) funds.

			[image: ]

			Needless to say, things did not unfurl exactly this way, and the plan changed many times after I wrote it down in 2004. However, the most important thing is that I managed to find an alternative route every time I encountered a closed door, trying my best to persevere and never lose sight of the final goal.

			Some people call it stubbornness or obstinacy; I call it perseverance. Global SWF is not the first company I incorporated under my name. I once established another consulting business in Hong Kong which did not work out and that I ended up closing. I have also been rejected by thousands of jobs during my career, but have never stopped trying. I got my first position fully dedicated to Sovereign Wealth Funds by writing to the department heads of the world’s largest consulting companies after figuring out their email addresses. One of them agreed to see me and hired me right away after we met.

			That spirit of fighting against all odds comes from swimming, no doubt. When I was a kid, I was very good at practice but not so much at races. I tried again and again until I accomplished my modest objective of pipating in Spain’s National Championships … in the relays. I learned a lot from that stage of my life. You may not be the most talented athlete or professional, but if you keep fighting and standing, you will get to your goals, as small as the steps there might be. I am convinced that perseverance is the key to success and that luck will not emerge if it is not sought after with a strong will. Detours happen, but never lose sight of your dreams.

			***

			On August 19th, 2017, after several months of hard work and the loss of 30 pounds since my arrival to New York, I swam the 28.5 miles around Manhattan in a time of six hours and 37 minutes. I not only beat the other 11 competitors that day but also established the best Spanish time and the 12th fastest time in the history of the swim. Beyond the results, seeing the skyscrapers and all 20 bridges of Manhattan Island from the water was quite a unique experience. And all of this because I dared to dream big.

		

	
		
			Continents Seven:
Develop your personal brand and fly solo

			After every athletic feat, there is an emptiness that is difficult to fill up. I experienced this feeling firsthand when I completed the 20 Bridges swim. I had prepared for it in a systematic way for months, worked very hard, and obtained a great result that surprised everyone. But after a few days of satisfaction came the depression. I was exhausted, both physically and mentally.

			Beyond being fatigued, I had just experienced all the adrenaline and the reward of a great race, and was missing it already. Psychologist Loretta Breuning defines four “happy chemicals” released by the brain that make us feel content: endorphins, serotonin, dopamine, and oxytocin. Sport provokes three of the four, and generates addiction. 
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