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For Callie and Eliza




Author’s Note

Some of the feats described in this book can be considered dangerous. Others definitely are. Before doing any cold plunging or ice swimming, be sure to check with your doctor. I know I did.
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New York, 1903

They gathered by the beach at Coney Island on a gray January morning, a collection of hardy souls wearing little other than woolen trunks—in some cases less. Their founder, a musclebound man with a formidable pompadour,1 led the way toward the rolling surf of the Atlantic.

This man did not lack for ideas about how humans should live their best lives. Born Bernard Macfadden, he’d changed his name to “Bernarr,” believing it brought to mind a lion’s roar, then set out to revitalize Americans, championing novel pursuits like lifting weights, fasting, and vegetarianism, all while overseeing a stable of publications with names like “The Virile Powers of Superb Manhood.” As he was fond of proclaiming: “Weakness is a crime—don’t be a criminal.”

Now, according to lore, he preached a new gospel: the power of the cold. So the men braced themselves and waded into the ocean as, on the beach, any onlookers no doubt questioned both the purpose and sanity of this, the newly christened Coney Island Polar Bear Club. Later, The New York Times would sniff that these “polar plungers,”2 a group that included strongmen3 and thrill-seekers, “prove nothing except their desire to be talked about.”

Perhaps. Then again, despite being deemed “a kook” for many of his beliefs—which included nude sunbathing and going barefoot—time would prove Macfadden right about far more than anyone expected.

Still, even he might be surprised by what his daredevil ritual has become today.




Prologue

Newport, Vermont, 2024

I stared out at an icy expanse that stretched to the horizon, wondering what I’d gotten myself into.

By this point, I’d flown across the country and driven north for two days, over snowy peaks and past frozen waterfalls and bright-yellow MOOSE CROSSING signs. Cities gave way to ramshackle towns, SUVs to snowplows and thick-tired trucks. As I drove, the temperature kept dropping. Cell service blinked in and out. Finally, I reached the shores of Lake Memphremagog, forty miles of glacial water straddling the U.S.–Canada border. It felt like reaching the end of civilization.

I’d come because I’d heard stories about a “festival” in the depths of winter that drew hundreds of devotees from across the world. I’d been here three days and still hadn’t made sense of it all: the chainsaw-wielding men; the sarcastic woman with the Nessie tattoo; the sad-eyed Canadian who spoke of miracles in the ice; and the Gandalf-like figure with the long white beard and improbable backstory who presided over the weekend, trailed by his Labrador-bloodhound mix.

The festival had promised cold, and Vermont had delivered. It was a blustery 7°F and felt ten degrees colder. Nostrils froze over within seconds, glued shut. Tears turned to tiny icicles. The water hovered at 33°—barely liquid.

And these people were swimming in it.

More specifically, they were racing in a makeshift pool bludgeoned out of the ice, a black rectangle visible out on the frozen surface of Memphremagog, like a dark patch on a white coat. And they were doing so in only swimsuits, silicone caps, earplugs, and goggles. No wetsuits or booties. No gloves, neoprene, or insulation. Two at a time, they crunched across the frozen surface of the lake, wearing spiked crampons on their Crocs. Then they disrobed, climbed down an ice-coated ladder and, on the starter’s call, took off, madly butterflying and breaststroking and freestyling until they emerged, 50 or 100 or 200 meters later, red-skinned and wild-eyed.

To a newcomer like me, this was all hard to fathom. Who would volunteer for such an experience? Not only that, who would plan their vacation around it, fly across the country, and drive to the middle of nowhere just so they could plunge into an ice hole?

And, most confounding: Why did they all come out of the water looking so deliriously happy?

Because that’s what was happening. After their swims, these people—young and old, newcomers and vets, fast and slow, thick-bellied and thin—invariably spent the rest of the day grinning like idiots. They hugged strangers and danced and slugged beers and handed out awards and talked about how brutal their swims were and how they could not wait to do them again, swearing to anyone who’d listen that this practice was life-changing, that it made them healthier and saner, as if the fountain of youth wasn’t a fountain but instead a cold-ass mountain lake.

Were these people crazy? Or did they know something the rest of us didn’t?

There was only one way to find out.

“Next swimmers up!”

I pulled on a swim cap and took my place in line, inside the heated foyer of a lakeside bar-and-restaurant, the festival’s de facto clubhouse.

“Good luck!” said the woman next to me.

Her name was Margaret, and she was part of a cold-water plunge group from Ohio who called themselves the Bluetits, for reasons that are, I suppose, self-explanatory. Like everyone here, she was immediately welcoming, like an old friend you’ve just met. She had done this many times before, she told me, and, best I could tell, she didn’t harbor a death wish. She had a job and a husband and kids who she surely wanted to see again. Considering what we were about to do, she seemed remarkably calm.

I was not. I tried to slow my breathing, thinking back on the advice I’d received.

“Don’t worry,” said the cheery grandmother with the COLD AS BALLS patch on her swim robe. “The air is so cold that the water will actually feel warm.”

A former triathlete had relayed the “good news”: “With all these people watching, once you walk down that ladder you sure as hell aren’t climbing back up!”

But the voice I kept hearing loudest in my head was that of the woman with the giant grin and the Nessie tattoo, a woman who swam in college and had crossed ocean channels but told me this was different. “You can’t explain it to someone,” she said. “To understand it you have to do it.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll be happy you did.”

You’ll be happy you did. That’s what these people will say—that this experience alters you in some subtle way, that it lands smack in the middle of a Venn diagram of ancient practices largely lost in the modern world.

Look into it, and you’ll see they’re right: Humans have been seeking cold water for centuries, from Euripides to the Romans to Ben Franklin,1 who would shed his clothes and swim in the Thames while living in London. Writers like Keats, Byron, and Thoreau believed cold water nourished creativity, while James Joyce wrote of the “scrotum-tightening sea” at the Forty Foot,2 a Dublin Bay promontory from which people have been swimming year-round for some 250 years.

Even so, many hear the word swimming and envision laps churned out in a lukewarm pool, awash in chlorine. As for cold, we tend to view it as something to be endured, teeth gritted, or better yet, avoided, opting for warm homes and hot showers.

But combine swimming and cold, and do it with others, out in nature? Therein lies the sweet spot. There, you get it all: endorphins, adrenaline, camaraderie, and awe, creating what renowned open water swimmer Lynne Cox has called “an acute awareness of your life, in the moment.”3

It makes sense. Jump into the ocean or a lake, and where else can you be but right there, right then? No emails, reminders, or to-do lists. No social media scroll, mortgage payments, or broken garage door. You can’t dwell or obsess or loop, because how can you when you’re in five feet of chilled water, a tourist in a foreign ecosystem? In an age when so many of us fight for a moment of clarity or calm, turning to meditation apps, breathing regimens, and prescriptions, here is an age-old solution.

Personally, I’d always associated ice with pain. Sore knee, tweaked ankle? Put some ice on it. I’d spent decades doing just that. By my forties, a lifetime of impact sports had taken its toll. I loved the games. I hated that they came with an expiration date.

Then, one spring morning in 2023, I received a text message out of the blue—one that promised a way to stay on the court. What began as a means to an end turned into something else. I began making calls and digging into archives, researching and talking to scientists. I flew to Norway and Boston, Ireland and London, Finland and Italy. All on account of something freely available and as old as the planet itself: cold water.

Soon enough, I entered a world of larger-than-life characters, bitter rivals, and some of the greatest athletes the world’s never heard of—a parallel universe that subverted conventional wisdom about what elite competitors are supposed to look like.

I met a wiry Brit who believes he’s found the secret to swimming forever, a stubborn South African with an improbable Olympic dream, and mild-mannered grandmothers who happen to be some of the most badass athletes alive.

And, by the end, I was on my own journey as well, because to truly understand this world, and these people, I needed to experience what they experienced. Along the way, my body and outlook shifted in ways I didn’t think possible. I also became a bit player in all of it—the world championships, the Olympic quest, the plunge groups, the research studies, and the pursuit of one of the most rare, difficult, and dangerous athletic feats on the planet: the Ice Mile.

A walkie-talkie crackled.

“Yoood ugh!” said the young man at the door in the thick coat, nodding at me.

Yood ugh?

I stared. It was impossible to hear much on account of the wax earplugs I’d jammed in.

He motioned.

“YOU’RE UP!”

Margaret and I pulled tight our full-length swim parkas and checked the crampons on our sandals. The door opened, and a blast of arctic wind greeted us.

Outside, the ice stretched as far as the eye could see, north toward the Canadian border. In the distance, bordered by brightly colored flags, the makeshift pool pocked the surface of the frozen lake, bisected by a floating blue-and-white lane line.

With each step forward, time slowed. I heard the thud of my heartbeat, the muffled scritch of steel on ice, the distant clanging of cowbells.

A woman in an enormous coat motioned me to my spot, at the end of one of the two lanes. Margaret took the lane beside me. Volunteers stood ready with rakes to clear the largest pieces of ice from the water.

We looked down to the other end of the pool, toward Gandalf.

“TAKE OFF YOUR CLOTHES!” he hollered.

I dropped my robe, and the full force of Vermont winter hit me, a searing, bone-deep cold. Instantly, my fingers began to numb.

And here it was, the last moment to back out. To laugh and remind everyone that I was just a journalist, here to observe and report, better suited to wielding a pen and notebook than whatever this was. To tell them I’d never actually been in water this cold or, for that matter, a proper swim race.

Then Gandalf yelled again.

“GET IN THE WATER!”




Part I



BUZZ




CHAPTER 1

The Hardest Thing You’ll Do All Day

“Wait, that’s what you want to talk about?”

Klay Thompson looked at me, surprised.

This was six months earlier, on a weekday afternoon in the fall of 2023. Klay and I were sitting on cushioned chairs on the bottom floor of the Chase Center, the Warriors’ gleaming arena in San Francisco.

It hadn’t been the best offseason for Thompson. After winning an NBA title, the Warriors had suffered through a down year. Steph Curry had performed as brilliantly as ever, but his longtime running mate had struggled at times. At the moment, Thompson was mired in a preseason shooting slump.

Earlier in his career, he could have compensated by focusing on defense, but a series of devastating injuries had robbed Thompson of quickness and lateral movement. At thirty-three, he wasn’t old for a human but was getting up there for an NBA player. Worse, his contract was coming up for renewal, and the Warriors hadn’t indicated whether they’d re-up it or not. As a result, pretty much every question from the media revolved around a) his shooting or b) his uncertain employment status. Neither was something for which he had an answer.

So you can imagine his surprise, and relief, when I told him I wanted to ask about his affinity for cold water.

“Really?” he said. The tension dropped from his shoulders. He sat back in his chair and smiled. Then he laid it out for me.

It began a few years earlier, Thompson explained. Under Steve Kerr, the Warriors had a tradition of bringing in an eclectic mix of people to address the team. They’d included author Michael Lewis, rapper Kendrick Lamar, a Navy SEAL commander, and a Cal professor who studies the sensation of awe.

One day, Kerr brought in Tony Robbins, the towering motivational speaker. Robbins walked over at the end of practice, shook a bunch of hands, and did his Robbins thing. He held forth on a number of topics, but one piece of advice in particular resonated for Thompson.

“I keep the pool at my house just above freezing,” Robbins told the team. “Every morning, I go out and jump in.”

It was, Robbins assured the players, the best way to start the day. Afterward, you feel amazing. Like you can conquer the world. You’ve just done the hardest thing you’ll do all day.

Thompson wasn’t much of a cold guy, but he did have an outdoor pool at his Oakland home, and he did have a hard time waking up.

So, one winter morning, he decided to try it. He got up, walked out the door, and looked at his pool.

Maybe tomorrow, he decided.

Tomorrow came. He looked at the pool again. It wasn’t going anywhere. He took a breath, steeled himself, and jumped in.

“It was very, very cold,” says Thompson.

He stayed in as long as he could. He didn’t enjoy it.

Upon getting out, however, the chill gave way to mild euphoria. “I felt like I could accomplish anything.”

So the next day, and the day after that, Thompson did it again. When the Warriors added a cold plunge at their facility, he used that too.

He paused his story and looked at me. “Have you tried it?”

I had. Sort of.

My journey into cold-water swimming had begun a few months earlier, when a text message arrived on my phone from Anthony Katz.

“Got a new protocol,” it read. “Call me.”

Katz was a fellow hoops junkie in his forties also doing his best to fight off the effects of aging and sore joints. A former high school teacher and basketball coach from Southern California, he’d turned his personal passion into a company called Hyperice, formed when he tried to solve a simple, annoying problem: How do you keep ice packs in place? Initially, he built a prototype using wetsuit scraps and, through a friend, got it to Kobe Bryant. Promising, Kobe said, but you have work to do. So Katz plowed his savings into the idea. By 2011, he had interested investors—athletes, to start. He made it to market and went on to introduce a range of recovery tools, including a massage gun and, some years later, his killer product: pneumatic compression boots.1

Maybe you’ve seen them: They look like puffy down jackets for your legs, hypnotically inflating and deflating. They caught on around the NBA. Steph Curry used them on plane rides. Kevin Durant loved them. I’d become a convert a year or so earlier, in my eternal quest to keep playing as long as I could.

By this point, I’d tried just about everything. After suiting up for basketball and track in college, I’d kept right on going. I ran 10Ks on asphalt, played tennis on concrete, and graduated to over-35 basketball leagues, slowly pounding my joints into submission. Arthritis flared in my right hip. At forty-two, it gave one last hurrah and crapped out. I went in for a hip replacement.

Afterward, doctors were clear: You can ride a bike. You can swim. You can walk. But no more running. And definitely no more basketball.

I tried to cut back, but that only triggered another unwelcome chain of events, because when a sport provides stress relief, camaraderie, and community, as basketball did for me, its loss hits hard. Without that bulwark, the noise and pressure of life flooded in: work deadlines, parenting challenges, an old house that delighted in producing new stuff to repair. Little things seemed big; big things seemed massive.

Desperate to find a way to keep going, I drove to Santa Barbara to see Dr. Marcus Elliott, a Harvard-trained sports medicine expert who I’d met through my work for Sports Illustrated. Elliott ran me through a battery of tests, then delivered the bad news: I was flirting with an Achilles tear. I was also comically overcompensating for my bad right side. And my hip flexion was as poor as he’d seen. “Basically, what you’re doing is really hard on your body,” Elliott told me.

He was right. But that didn’t stop me. I saw physical therapists. I tore my plantar fascia (playing basketball) and developed knee tendinitis (playing basketball) and wrenched my back (preparing to play basketball). I dialed back to once a week, an hour at a time. I got a Fitbit and convinced myself that walking could fill my competitive void—then walked so much my knees hurt.

All of it left me beat up and beat down, wondering if I’d reached the end of the athletic line. Maybe this was just part of life. Maybe I should accept my fate and move on—suck it up and be content riding the stationary bike and going for a Sunday stroll. Maybe it was time to pick up pickleball or—the ultimate surrender—start playing golf.

So when Katz’s text arrived, I got excited. He’d become well-connected in pro basketball, familiar with many of the team training staffs and players. If anyone knew recovery, it was Katz.

Now he described “an old modality being applied in a different way that’s spread through the NBA like wildfire the last year.”

“What is it?” I replied.

Then he dropped it on me: “Intense cold.”

Intense cold? That didn’t sound very innovative to me. After all, athletes have long relied on ice for recovery.

“This is different,” Katz insisted. “Cold tubs have been around forever but mostly at fifty-five degrees, and guys would go in for ten to fifteen minutes to their waist or stomach.”

Now, however, he said the pros were plunging at 39° for three minutes, often alternating with heat. “Tons of guys are getting tubs for their homes,” he said. “They go in up to their necks.”

He listed names: Curry, LeBron James, Giannis Antetokounmpo. And, he assured me, they were raving about it.

If the idea of lowering yourself into 39° water for three minutes sounds unappealing, it’s for a good reason. Evolutionarily speaking, we’re tropical animals, preferring to exist in balmy conditions—air around 80° and skin temperature holding around 95°. Once upon a time, that described life on the Serengeti, where our ancestors lived. Now it helps explain the allure of Florida retirement communities, not to mention central heating, seat warmers, and air-conditioning.

It also explains why most pools are kept somewhere between 78° and 82°. Drop ten degrees, to 70° or so, and you’ll notice the difference—and likely exit with a slight chill, eager to return to your towel. Sixty degrees may steal your breath; this is where most people opt for a wetsuit. At 50° your body’s alarm bells start ringing in earnest; heart racing, arms instinctively clutched to your chest, you’re starting to question your life choices. But it’s at 40° and under that everything goes haywire. This is HOLY SHIT IT’S COLD temperature. It’s eyes-agape, fight-or-flight, sprint-to-the-nearest-hot-shower territory. When 40° comes up on SeaTemperature.org, which posts readings from seven thousand locations, the summary reads: “You would have to be insane or getting paid to want to get in water this cold! If you do, make sure you are wearing a top-end dry suit and all the accessories.”

Make that choice, though, and your body sounds a Code Red, triggering an elegant series of defense mechanisms. Immediately, it reroutes warm blood away from your extremities and back to the vital organs, turning your outer layer of fat and skin into the equivalent of what one scientist I spoke to calls “a big scarf for the heart.” Simultaneously, your blood vessels narrow, a process called vasoconstriction that delays the cold’s march to your core. It’s a bit like slamming a bunch of doors behind you as you run, hoping to slow whatever’s chasing you.

This response is designed to protect us in emergencies, but it also has a secondary effect: reducing inflammation, swelling, and pain2 (anyone who’s taken a migraine medication is benefiting from vasoconstriction). Which helps explain why athletes from Michael Phelps to Naomi Osaka have long sworn by ice baths.

In particular, icy water reduces what’s known as delayed onset muscle soreness (DOMS),3 that thudding day-after ache you get from a hard workout. It does so partly through hydrostatic pressure, with the water acting like a full-body compression sleeve, and partly by tempering the body’s overzealous repair crew, slowing the inflammatory response. The flip side of this is that you’re also slightly delaying the repair process. For this reason, bodybuilders often avoid plunging in the hours after lifting4 to maximize hypertrophy, while those suffering a major injury may skip ice to accelerate healing—so long as the pain doesn’t keep them from sleeping.

For day-to-day soreness, though, athletes turned to the cold tub. Some, like LeBron, submerged for five to ten minutes at a time. Others preferred quick dips. When I spoke to Rex Butler, a physical therapist who works with NFL and NBA players, he endorsed the idea of going super cold for as little as forty-five seconds, especially if preceded by heat. “You’d be amazed,” he said. “If the athlete has swelling or joint effusion where there’s fluid in the joint, it really knocks it out.”

Klay wasn’t the only believer on the Warriors. Curry told me he had a plunge at home, noting the irony of how “the new way is the old way.” Draymond Green was a fan. And the team’s head trainer, a clean-cut Canadian named Rick Celebrini, said he ranked cold plunges after only the holy trio of sleep, nutrition, and hydration in the hierarchy of recovery techniques.

Part of what made it effective, Celebrini stressed, was that the athletes bought in. “If you’re thinking I don’t want to do this, I hate this, that’s not a positive recovery tool.”

There’s a term for this. If you purposefully seek out something difficult like cold immersion, you’re triggering a positive stress situation—what’s known as eustress (as opposed to distress). Falling overboard into freezing water in the middle of the ocean triggers panic and physiological chaos. Choosing to step into an ice bath, by contrast, engages many of the same stress systems but with a radically different outcome. This experience—what some call “deliberate discomfort”—seems to be a crucial ingredient that helps convert the shock from potential trauma into a potent recovery catalyst.

That helped explain the reaction for people like Robbins and Klay. They were choosing to do this. And, increasingly, they had company—lots of it.




CHAPTER 2

Nature’s Cocaine

If you want to trace the exact moment cold exposure crossed over,1 you could do worse than a spring afternoon in Los Angeles, in 2022.

As cameras rolled, Andrew Huberman sat behind a desk in front of a sizable microphone.2 Huberman is built like a Lego, blocky and wide, all jaw and shoulders.

“Welcome to the Huberman Lab podcast, where we discuss science and science-based tools for everyday life,” Huberman began, staring down a camera. “Today, we are going to discuss the use of deliberate cold exposure for health and performance.”

By this point, Huberman had nearly completed his transformation from obscure academic to wildly popular podcaster—the Obi-Wan Kenobi of lifehackers. Trained as a neuroscientist, Huberman earned his doctorate at UC Davis and went on to become a professor at Stanford, where his lab focused on brain development and sensory processing. But it was his ability to translate complex science into digestible, actionable advice that ultimately made him a household name.

He’d begun recording podcasts during the pandemic, initially focusing on topics like neuroplasticity before expanding to cover everything from nutrition to ADHD. He had a specific interest in this episode, however. Years earlier, as an undergrad, Huberman had worked in a lab studying cold physiology, measuring the effects of cold on the brain and body. This spurred a lifelong interest that, in time, led him to one of the field’s most popular and polarizing figures.

By the time Huberman came across him, Wim Hof was both a scientific oddity and something of a celebrity. Born in the Netherlands in 1959, Hof began experimenting with cold immersion as a teenager. He climbed mountains shirtless and swam under ice. To accomplish these feats, he swore by a combination of cold exposure and cyclic hyperventilation,3 a breathing technique rooted in practices like yogic pranayama and ancient Tibetan tummo meditation, both of which are used for stress resilience and bodily control.

Somehow, whether through genetic fluke or via his regimen, Hof could not only withstand extreme cold, but he could do it without his core temperature dropping. Scientists flocked, inserting tubes and running tests—among them Huberman, who joined a group of researchers studying cyclic hyperventilation (they found it could improve mood4).

Meanwhile, Hof rocketed to fame. For better or worse, he became the face of cold exposure—a shirtless, stringy-haired guru dispensing pithy aphorisms. The Iceman. Much of his advice was simple and reputable: Take cold showers to boost your mood, meditate, focus on breathing. Along the way, however, he tended to speak in pseudo-scientific gobbledygook and say things like, “I’m not a sorcerer … life is magic!”

But Huberman wasn’t talking about Hof or his methods. Those could be dismissed—the messenger overshadowing the message. After all, Hof didn’t discover ice baths—or breath work—any more than Columbus “discovered” America. Frame it however you want, in the end you’re just getting into cold water, the same thing humans have done for centuries.

This simple act is what Huberman now focused on, unpacking the body’s thermal regulation in detail, discussing “glabrous skin surfaces” and the “medial preoptic area,” grounding the discussion in science. Finally, he highlighted what he described as “a really beautiful peer-reviewed study,” one that had long flown under the radar.

“The first author is Šrámek,” Huberman said. “I’m almost certainly pronouncing that poorly, if not incorrectly. S-R-A-M-E-K.”

The study he was citing, from back in 2000, was itself both a departure and an inflection point—and one best appreciated in the context of the long history of cold-water research that preceded it, a lineage that focused not on benefits but a more elemental goal: survival.

Spend too long in near-freezing water and your body’s protective measures can only do so much. Canadian physiologist Gordon Giesbrecht describes it as the “1-10-1 rule.”5 You have roughly one minute to calm your body from the shock. Next, you have ten minutes to make any meaningful movements before your muscles begin to freeze. By this point, you’re losing fine motor control, brain fog is setting in, and your large muscle groups are weakening. Finally, you have roughly one hour total, give or take, before you fade into unconsciousness.

For this reason, early humans did their best to avoid arctic water entirely, rarely even learning to swim, because what was the point? Everyone who fell in perished.

By the late 1800s, the process had a name, hypothermia—a combination of the Greek hypo (below) and therme (heat)—and a reputation as a killer. Take the sinking of the Titanic, in 1912. As the ship went down, countless passengers leapt or fell into the 28° waters below—just above freezing for salt water. Some wore life jackets. Others clung to debris. Of the roughly 2,200 people on the ship, around 1,500 died. News reports took as fact that the cause was “rapid hypothermia.”6

The story seemed simple: People toppled into cold water, their temperature plummeted, and they died. And to a certain extent, this was true. But by the 1970s, evidence had begun to complicate that picture. A 1977 report from the U.K. Home Office7 on water safety, for example, found that over half of Brits who died in cold water did so within about ten feet of safety—and of those, two-thirds were regarded as competent swimmers. Which begged the question: Yes, those Titanic survivors floating in the flat, glassy water in their lifejackets inevitably got too cold—but what of those who jumped or fell in and died much quicker? Were we to believe that hypothermia took their lives in—what—five minutes? Less?

This paradox is what drove a young British naval scientist named Mike Tipton. A former rugby player, Tipton set out with his mentor, Frank Golden,8 to determine what actually happens in the first minutes of immersion.9 In the early 1980s, they recruited the only volunteers they could convince—Tipton’s rugby mates10—and wired them up for heart rate, respiration, and EKG. Then they dropped them into a chilled concrete pool. Some handled it better than others. One actually ripped off the gear, leapt out of the tub, and hurried out of the room.

Tipton and Golden got their data, though, and immediately something jumped out. Anyone who’s ever taken a cold shower is familiar with the body’s immediate response: You start huffing and puffing like crazy—what one British swimmer I met calls “the surge breath,” that giant inhale as your body responds to the cold.

In this case, Tipton and Golden discovered that their volunteers were sucking in a full two to three liters of air in the first twenty seconds—a tenfold increase over normal. This gasp reflex is fine if your head is above water in a plunge tub or a lake and taking in air. Not so if you’ve fallen overboard and end up underwater. Which meant some of those passengers on the Titanic—and many of those now dying a few feet from shore—weren’t freezing to death. They were drowning.

Upon discovering this, Tipton and Golden knew they needed to coin a memorable term to help inform the masses. After rejecting “initial response to cold water immersion in humans” as “rather a mouthful,” Tipton suggested “cold shock response.” Though not medically correct—“shock” connotes electrical impulse, not surprise—it provided the right emotive punch.

Now they just had to educate the public on the danger. It never occurred to them that people would seek it out.

Fast-forward a decade, however, and Šrámek and his team approached the same bodily reaction11 from a markedly different angle, viewing the cold shock response purely through a biochemical rather than safety lens. The Czech scientists’ experiment, conducted at Charles University in Prague, was similar to Tipton’s, only this time, ten volunteers sat in water at three different temperatures: lukewarm (90°), cool (68°), and cold enough to steal your breath (57°). Every five minutes, researchers measured heart rate, blood pressure, and metabolic rate.

As expected, those in the 90° water showed only mild physical effects, mainly due to hydrostatic pressure, the subtle compression you feel when you sink into a pool. Same for the 68° group.

The cohort in the 57° water, however, showed markedly different readings.

One number in particular stood out: a whopping 530% surge in plasma noradrenaline, a hormone and neurotransmitter that drives your body’s fight-or-flight response. Low levels are tied to lethargy and depression; high levels are associated with clarity and even euphoria. Which meant the same cold shock response Tipton and Golden identified as dangerous also had a powerful upside: It made you feel like you’d been shot out of a cannon. Physiologically, it made sense: Your body is trying to help you escape danger by providing a surge of energy and increasing alertness.

And noradrenaline wasn’t the only molecule lighting up. The researchers also tracked a 250% rise in dopamine, the body’s good stuff, the chemical triggered by food, exercise, a cheeseburger, or Arsenal scoring in extra time. Furthermore, the dopamine and noradrenaline levels didn’t just spike momentarily—they stayed elevated for the full two-hour testing window, even after volunteers exited the water and rested under blankets on beds. By comparison, many antidepressants take weeks, or even months, to provide their full benefits.

Polar plungers and swimmers had long intuitively understood this. As the British author Roger Deakin put it, “I can dive in with a long face and what feels like a terminal case of depression, and come out a whistling idiot.”12

Now, though, there was chemical evidence.

Had the Czech group been testing a new drug, no doubt it would have been big news. Pharmaceutical reps would’ve flocked, vying to produce a medication that jacked up your mood and focus with no adverse effects. A marketing exec would’ve coined a catchy name—Chillatrex. Billions would be made.

But there was no drug. And how do you make money off something that everyone can access for free in their homes?

So when the Czech group’s findings ran in the European Journal of Applied Physiology in April of 2000, the audience consisted mainly of other researchers in the field.

Until now, that is.

“And I do believe,” Huberman said, wrapping up his summary of the Šrámek study, “that these documented effects in humans explain much of the enhancement of attention and of feelings of well-being and mood that people typically experience after doing deliberate cold exposure.”

With that, he then spent the next hour lucidly breaking down the science of cold exposure. Along the way, he offered the equivalent of a protocol, which he would refine over time.13 Basically: Icy water isn’t required—anything below 60° or so does the trick. Plunges are great, but cold showers work too. If you’re alternating hot and cold, end on cold to get the greater metabolism boost. Aim for about eleven minutes over the course of the week, in two to four sessions. If you’re already acclimated, you may need to go colder, or longer, while for a newcomer, twenty seconds in the shower will probably do the trick. Basically, whatever triggers that biochemical fire alarm.

Most elegantly, Huberman recommended thinking of the process as scaling “mental walls.” The first wall is the decision to take a cold shower. The next: actually getting in. Then, twenty seconds later, staying in. And so on.

Huberman’s advice was solid, even if the specificity of the recommendations was necessarily arbitrary, based off the limited number of studies in existence and their limitations. (The only reason to recommend two to four sessions per week was because that was the construct of an existing experiment.) Regardless, Huberman not only explained the practice but, by virtue of his credentials and personal affinity for plunges, legitimized and endorsed it.

That spring, the episode, titled “Using Deliberate Cold Exposure for Health and Performance,” hit podcast platforms. More than two million people would go on to stream it.

By this point, plunging was well on its way to crossing geographic, ideological, and cultural boundaries. Lizzo dunked to help with inflammation. Joe Rogan installed a tub at home and one in the studio. Kristen Bell extolled the benefits of her “brutal” routine, while Amy Poehler told Martin Short, on a podcast, “I do a cold plunge, motherfucker, every day!” Drake, Harry Styles, Bradley Cooper—all believers.

Queen Camilla loved cold-water swimming, as did Kate Middleton, who used it during her recovery from cancer. “I will go and seek out cold water,” Middleton told the press.14 “The colder the better. I absolutely love it. Slightly to the point where William’s [saying], ‘You’re crazy.’” (A couple years later, William would come around and join her.)

Some, like Ed Sheeran, who built a pond on his estate in Suffolk complete with sauna and dock, preferred to be out in nature. Others, like Dwayne Johnson, started their day with the “bite” of a cold shower to, as he put it, “clear cobwebs and get rollin’ with my day.”

To meet demand, companies created custom-made tubs, modernized versions of the giant garbage cans football coaches used to fill with ice water for mandatory post-practice dunks. Two guys from Sacramento took their product, the $5,000 Plunge tub, onto Shark Tank and got a green light. Others crafted and offered bespoke models, with price tags that ran into the tens of thousands of dollars.

Few groups took to it like the Silicon Valley crowd, though. At tech companies, employees began taking mid-day plunges in office-installed tubs, while execs praised the practice on social media and podcasts. It made sense. Lifehackers were turning to ADHD meds, nicotine pouches, and other stimulants to max productivity; cold plunging offered a boost without the chemicals.

There was more to it, though. For many, especially those outside the spotlight, the real draw wasn’t science or trend. It was something more primal. Getting in that cold shower or plunge tub isn’t easy—and that’s the point. So much of modern life is built around easy. We live in climate-controlled houses, from which we drive climate-controlled cars to climate-controlled workspaces where we sit all day, talking and typing and staring at flashing images on metal boxes. Strap a Fitbit on many Americans, and you’ll see how easy it’s become to get through the day—even thrive professionally—without physical challenges.

Having engineered them out of daily life, we now need to seek them out. And surviving a plunge, even for thirty seconds, is hard. It provides a blast of confidence. You feel tougher, more capable.

As it turns out, this isn’t an illusion. Plunging doesn’t just feel like it makes you stronger; it actually does.

Sharon Bergquist began our conversation by talking about evolution.

A Harvard-trained MD, Bergquist helps lead Emory University’s Healthy Aging Study, which examines the links between biology, behavior, and longevity. In particular, she studies stress15—not just how it damages us but how, in the right dose and with recovery, it can make us stronger. “The purpose of our stress responses is not to harm,” she explained when we connected. “It’s to help us adapt.”

Bergquist was talking about hormesis, the idea that small doses of adversity can produce long-term resilience. The underlying concept dates back nearly a century, when toxicologists noticed that brief bursts of chemical stressors or radiation didn’t impair organisms but instead actually stimulated them. Then, in 1966, a college student named Edward Calabrese stumbled onto the concept during a classroom experiment. He and his peers were supposed to suppress the growth of a peppermint plant with a chemical called Phosfon, but they mistakenly diluted it far more than intended. Instead of stunting growth, the solution caused the plant to flourish, and it grew to be 40% taller than untreated plants.

Afterward, Calabrese couldn’t stop thinking about it, and over the next few decades, he amassed thousands of examples16 of hormesis. By the early 2000s, he was challenging one of toxicology’s sacred truths—that once you’re above a “safe” level, all effects are negative. That, he told The Wall Street Journal, “was an error of historic proportions.”17

Today, exercise is among the best-known (and most-researched) forms of hormesis. Lift weights, and over time, your body will rebuild stronger. Each bout places stress on the muscle fibers, which can cause microscopic damage. In response, the body repairs and reinforces them through hypertrophy, its way of preparing for the next challenge.

As it turns out, the same thing happens with many other micro-stressors, including heat, moderate fasting, and, unsurprisingly, cold exposure. Your body responds as if under attack—because, technically, it is. Afterward, it acts to guard against future strikes. Mitochondria increase. Inflammatory markers reset. Antioxidant systems switch on. Cells become more efficient at clearing waste18 through a process known as autophagy, recycling their own damaged components. Crucially, the effect doesn’t stay localized. Over time, the body becomes more resilient, not just to that stressor, but to others.

That might help explain something I would hear again and again from cold-water swimmers: I never get sick anymore. While that’s anecdotal, the biology supports the concept. Cold exposure triggers the sympathetic nervous system, which in turn mobilizes immune cells and ramps up surveillance for pathogens. That’s the immediate response. Then, as Bergquist explained, “With repeat exposure, your immune system becomes more efficient at mobilizing immune cells and natural killer cells, so your defenses are stronger.”

Hormesis is also linked to longevity. Studies have found that people who engaged in brief, healthy stress—like fasting, cold exposure, or intense exercise—tended to have longer telomeres,19 the protective caps at the ends of chromosomes that shorten as we get older. Bergquist’s own research using “epigenetic clocks,” the molecular timers that gauge how fast we age, reinforced this idea. “These short interventions may turn out to be the most powerful way we have to extend health span,” she told me. “Because they regenerate our cells—and cells are the foundation of everything.”

Ross Edgley, the British adventurer who once swam around the entire coast of Great Britain, has a name for this: healthy hardship.

Learning about all this, I found myself thinking about something else Klay Thompson had said—that plunging was just the beginning.

After getting hooked jumping into his pool, Thompson felt called to water. In 2019, he bought a house on Richardson Bay in Tiburon, just north of the Golden Gate Bridge, allowing him to dock his boat out front and pilot it across the Bay to Warriors practice.

And he began walking down to the shore every morning to get his fix.

“Now I just go jump in the ocean,” he told me. “And she’ll be like fifty, mid-fifties, high fifties.”

He did his best to explain it to me. “You feel so present when you’re out in the cold water. You forget about time.” He paused. “Especially for me, when I’m swimming in Richardson Bay and you see the Golden Gate in the backdrop, you see the marina, the city. And you just feel closer to God in a way.”

He’d also noticed something else. As good as he felt in his pool, if he combined the chill of the Bay with swimming, it acted as a force multiplier of sorts, the dopamine boost stacked onto the endorphins of exercise, all of it amplified by the waves and open sky. This echoed a sentiment others would mention to me time and again—that cold-water swimming didn’t just provide a challenge. It stirred something deeper.

In Thompson’s case, he resolved to keep at it. He wanted to swim to Angel Island without a wetsuit, a distance of roughly a mile. Like so many others, he was ready to start pushing his limits.

Another world awaited.




CHAPTER 3

The Quest

To understand that world—and how I stumbled into it—you first have to go back to the early 2000s, when a restless Israeli-born South African named Ram Barkai first hatched his grand plan.

At the time, he was at wit’s end. For months, Ram had searched for help with a peculiar problem. He wanted to swim a specific, inadvisable distance in freezing-cold water and needed to find someone else brave—or reckless—enough to have attempted to do so. He had bigger dreams, too, but kept those to himself for the moment.

By this point, in his mid-forties, Ram had hit a turning point in life.1 Broad-chested, with dark hair, a deep tan, and a dry wit, he’d long relied on charisma, competence, and chutzpah to make his way through life. As he liked to say of his day job, in business, “I wouldn’t need to micromanage people if they didn’t macro fuck up.”

Of late, though, he’d found himself adrift, lacking purpose. Worse, while practicing aikido he’d torn cartilage in both knees and had to take it easy. And, as a lifelong athlete, Ram was terrible at taking it easy. So he’d found his way to the most physically forgiving arena: the pool. At first he pulled up, gassed, after two lengths. He kept at it, though, and fell in love. In the water, he found a meditative peace—swim long enough, and he could reach, as he put it, “that place where time stops.” But it was the sea that really appealed: no lane lines or chlorine, just open water.

In particular, he grew to love the sting of the water during Cape Town winter and began seeking out even colder climes. He knew about polar plungers, those hardy souls who jumped in the ocean on New Year’s Day, hangover and all, but Ram took it one step further, not just dipping but swimming. It was, he told friends, “like touching fire.” At a point when he was questioning his direction in life, swimming in the cold made him feel explosively alive.

Curious if others felt similarly, he asked around and eventually heard about a group of like-minded souls in Helsinki. For centuries, Finnish families had carved holes in frozen lakes in the winter, easing in after steamy sessions in the sauna. In time, plunging led to short swims, and they began to hold informal competitions. Word got out, and in 2000, the inaugural “Ice Pool Swimming World Championships”2 took place in Helsinki, in a hole cut into the frozen Baltic Sea. From all accounts, it was a lovely, genteel affair. Some 1,200 swimmers entered, mainly Finns, with a sprinkling of Estonians, Swedes, Latvians, and Russians, as well as a handful of Western thrill seekers. Only a few hard-and-fast rules applied: no diving, only breaststroke allowed, and absolutely no putting your head under the water. Safety first.

Races consisted of quick jaunts in the pool that rarely lasted more than a
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