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HE’s an anOmaly, a source of fascination for 
scientists and extreme athletes alike for his im-

possible feats. Unlike the rest of us, Lewis Pugh is able to 
elevate his own body temperature – a unique talent that has 

proved handy when he’s swimming in just a Speedo, cap and pair 
of goggles in icy Arctic and Antarctic waters. He’s regarded as the 

world’s greatest cold-water swimmer, having survived sub-zero tem-
peratures in the Arctic, faced down schizophrenic leopard seals and 

whale graveyards in Antarctica, and trudged alongside yaks up Mount 
Everest, only to nearly drown in a glacial lake.
The former reservist in the UK’s special-forces regiment, the Special Air 

Service, is now a 43-year-old maritime lawyer – and on a mission to shock the 
world out of its complacency about global warming. He certainly looks every inch 

the battle-worn soldier when I meet him at a coffee shop in Sea Point, Cape Town, 
on a blustery winter morning. He has just come out of hospital after an operation on 

his hand, which is wrapped in a thick, white bandage. “I was kayaking in Simon’s Town 
a few months ago,” he explains nonchalantly, “when a wave dumped me out of my boat 

and into the spines of a sea urchin. My hand got infected.” Of course, this damage was  
incomparable to the pain he put his hands through in the Arctic – they were borderline 

frostbitten and took four months to regain full feeling, he admits.
Lately, he has been using his hands for a new challenge – writing the follow-up to his inter-

national bestseller Achieving the Impossible, the intriguingly titled 21 Yaks and a Speedo. “My book 
is composed of 21 stories, each one corresponding to an expedition that I’ve undertaken with my 

team, and each one illustrates a principle we’ve come to rely on. I’ve called each chapter a yak, after 
the strong, tenacious and stubborn animals that helped us up Everest. I’m hoping that these princi-

ples help readers overcome whatever’s holding them back.”
As we discuss his adventures, I realise that Lewis may seem like a stereotypical action man – with his 

broad shoulders, steely gaze, single-minded focus and restless energy – but he’s also a focused dreamer, 
a meticulous strategist and a person who prizes humility above all else. Here, he shares three of his  

21 “yaks,” each one a lesson in how to reach for your own dreams:

Achieve Your 
Impossible

the “human polar bear,” Lewis Pugh, has tackled the seemingly 
impossible. Here, he tells Carla Calitz about the life strategies 

he learnt during his extreme swimming expeditions.

match sky and 
grain!

1. Dream
i remember being 7 years old and walking 
past a statue of sir Francis drake, who 
was the first englishman to sail around 
the world, in tavistock, the UK town  
i grew up in. i looked at that statue and 
knew i wanted to circumnavigate the 
globe. My parents taught me that there 
wasn’t much you couldn’t do if you put 
your mind to it. As children, we all paint 
and do things that inspire us, but often 
we get told that what we’re doing  
is wrong, like colouring outside of the 
prescribed lines, so we stop making 
mistakes. but that’s where creativity 
starts. sir Ken robinson’s ted speech, 
“How schools Kill creativity,” explains 
how we’re untaught to be creative. 
i wrote 21 Yaks and a Speedo to thank 
my team, who supported my dreams 
throughout – especially my friend, david 
becker. He said, “Lewis, follow your own 
dreams, because if you don’t, you’ll be 
following somebody else’s.” You can’t  
be intimidated by the size of your dream 
– break it down into manageable chunks, 
and start taking the next step forward.

2. Think
it’s essential to analyse what you’re 
thinking about. david often points out  
to me, “if you think you’re going to get 
cold in the water, then you will.” When 
you swim in sub-zero temperatures, you 
never shut your mind down and stop 
thinking about the challenges – that 
would be fatal. there were two voices 
vying for attention in my mind during my 
Arctic swim. One was saying, “this water 
is seven degrees colder than the water 
that the Titanic passengers jumped  
into. You’re going to die.” the other was 
saying, “this is what you were meant to 
do with your life. there’s no other place 
that you’d rather be than here, right now. 
this is the very, very best way you can be 
– a voice for our oceans. Now swim!”  
You have to shut out the negative voice. 
When you decide to climb everest, you’ve 
got to leave your doubt at the bottom of 
the mountain. When you swim across  
the North Pole, you’ve got to leave your 
doubt on the ship. if you allow thoughts 
of defeat to overwhelm you, you’re not 
going to last long.

3. Change
While doing a practice run in Lake 
Pumori, on Mount everest, i learnt 
another vital lesson. i tried to swim 
freestyle, as i usually did – my default 
setting is sprinting, because if you don’t 
do that, you’re going to lose fingers and 
toes. but it was impossible this time 
because of the high altitude: i couldn’t 
breathe and nearly drowned. Luckily,  
i have an army general on my team who 
instructed me to get out immediately.  
He said, “it’s time to make a radical 
tactical shift: instead of swimming 
fast, you have to swim slowly. instead 
of aggression, start swimming with 
humility.” He pointed to everest and  
said, “Lewis, you cannot bully this 
mountain.” My choice was simple: 
change, or drown. so i swam 
breaststroke, slowly. those last  
250 metres were the most painful  
of my life – but i made it. so, just  
because something has worked in  
the past, doesn’t mean it’ll work  
in the future. Hone your strategy  
– but if it doesn’t work, change it.  
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