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			Dedication

			For my dad, Phil. Every man dies, but not every man really lives.

			And for my family, who championed my pursuit of the ‘impossible’.
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			Prologue

			The Edge of Possible

			I’d been swimming and staring into the dark, cold, endless depths of the English Channel for what felt like a lifetime. Behind me, the sound of the support boat’s propellers rose and fell with the swell. It was close enough to fear, demanding constant focus. But it was far enough to feel completely alone. The mind breaks faster than the body, so in an effort to protect it, my coach Nils never tells his swimmers how long they’ve been in the water or how far is left to go.

			What I did know was that I’d set off at 4 a.m., and in the time I’d been swimming, the sun had risen and vanished again beneath the horizon. Night had become day. Then day was becoming night. With the light abandoning the swim, minutes stretched into hours, hours folded into seconds. Time dissolved completely.

			I’d been battling a current that had disoriented me so completely I was convinced I wasn’t moving at all. Psychologically, it was crippling. Every part of me began asking what the hell I was doing out there. It took everything I had – mentally and physically – to push beyond that wall of doubt and stop myself from spinning out of control. Breaking through that barrier became a defining moment in the swim. I hadn’t gained distance or made much visible progress, but my mental footing had returned as panic eased and my thoughts cleared. Exhausted and broken, yet steady again, I was certain I had to be close to finishing.

			‘How far we got left?’ I shouted to Nils.

			Silence.

			I kept pushing against the current, waiting for an answer.

			‘You’ve still got quite a way, Mitch,’ he finally called out, doing well to mask the truth with some forced positivity. ‘You’re just going to have to keep pushing.’

			It was devastating. The words hurt and I felt them sink through me. Every muscle, every thought, every ounce of belief I’d been clinging to suddenly felt stripped bare. Three years earlier, I’d begun training for an eight-month, human-powered triathlon across the world – a journey that if successful would take me 13,000 kilometres (8,000 miles) from Dover, England and via Europe, Turkey, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Pakistan, India and Nepal to the top of Mount Everest.

			This was only the first day and I was staring down the very real possibility that my expedition could be over before it had even begun. I didn’t know it yet, but I was thirteen hours in. I was only two-thirds of the way to France, and I was about to face what would be day one’s final and most punishing challenge.

			English Channel pilots use the Beaufort wind scale to help assess conditions for a swim. Swimmers will hope for Force 1 or 2 winds throughout their swim but should be prepared for conditions to increase to Force 4 or 5. Force 3 is manageable, Force 4 is where things become punishing, and Force 5 is hostile territory, when pilots will begin seriously considering ending a swim, and often do, over concerns about their swimmer’s safety.

			The morning had been calm, the conditions almost kind. But now, in the early evening, 5 o’clock UK time, they had turned on me. Right at my weakest point. We were now well into Force 4 and entering Force 5. Fate was about to intervene in a way that would become either my defining moment or my greatest failure.

			What had started as a steady rhythm became a fight for every breath. The sea rose, folding over itself, and wrapped me in its grip. You can’t fight the sea and each wave struck harder than the last, swallowing me whole and forcing saltwater down my throat. My chest burned. Every few strokes, I rolled onto my back to cough the water from my lungs, gasping between the crash of waves. My breathing turned shallow and desperate. It was no longer the calm exhale of the swimmer who’d started the day, but the panicked splutter of a man fighting not to drown.

			With no sense of time and the light fading fast, all I had left was the slow, heavy pulse of the sea beneath me and the sound of my own ragged breath inside the water. My body had been reduced to the mechanical roll of one arm. The other, my right arm, had already given up hours ago, the rotator cuff swollen with tendonitis, so every stroke felt like fire. The left was screaming too, but holding for now. With each inhale, I could feel the surface of my tongue dissolving. It was being stripped raw by the hours of seawater. Small chunks falling off. My body was shutting down. For the first time I accepted that this dream was probably over for me. I had put everything on the line professionally, financially, personally, psychologically and physically. And now, after hours in the water, I was being consumed by the worst demons of my life: the fear of failure, of embarrassment, of letting everyone down.

			Everyone I loved was watching. My family. My friends. Strangers following the expedition online. The charity counting on the funds we’d raise. My team, who had sacrificed so much to help me get here. It was a huge cocktail of guilt, panic and shame, accompanied by my inner critic echoing every doubt I’d ever ignored – every voice that had ever told me I wasn’t good enough, that I’d taken this too far, overestimated myself and fucked everyone about.

			There was something else, too. Before my dad died, I’d made him a promise: to make him prouder than he could ever have dreamed possible, to live a life that mattered, to push as far and as high as I could go. I’d built my entire purpose and identity around that vow. Every decision, every challenge, every ounce of strength I had left was tied to it. And now, for the first time, I could feel that promise slipping out of my grasp.

			Every stroke was now a question: how much longer could I hold on? How much further could I push before my body gave up completely? Where did I sit on the spectrum between trying to finish this, risking my life and losing everything? Somewhere between exhaustion and despair, I searched through the noise in my head and found a voice I hadn’t properly heard since the day I had lost him. It rose up like a whisper. Don’t stop now, Mitch.

			Every man dies, but not every man really lives – Braveheart. Our favourite film.

			In that moment I realised that having everything on the line meant I had nothing left to lose. So I made a decision to break myself apart, to use everything I had left inside me and to live with whatever version of Mitch Hutchcraft was left at the end. ‘You’ve got quite a way to go,’ Nils had said.

			Turning back was no longer an option. So I kept swimming.

		

		
			Introduction

			My Story, Your Roadmap

			This book is not another ‘man conquers mountain’ story, where as a reader you’re left to decide what’s bigger: my balls or my ego. It’s not about swimming or summits, records or achievements. Though they are in here. No, this book is about something deeper.

			This is a story about what it means to be human and how we can all learn to navigate the impossible and redefine your limits. In fact, this book isn’t really about me … It’s about you. But to stake that claim and make it really mean something, I first have to tell you a bit about me and all the messy stuff that shaped why I do what I do.

			For the last decade, my life has been a constant dance with the word ‘impossible’. From two complicated knee reconstructions that should have ended my chances of joining the Royal Marines, and rowing unsupported across the Atlantic Ocean, to a world-record attempt at completing a 13,000-kilometre triathlon from Dover to the summit of Mount Everest, my life has been one long experiment in shattering limits.

			Some might ask what makes me think I’m qualified to write what I’m calling a mindset book. Fair question. I’m not a psychologist, psychiatrist or performance guru. I’ve had no formal education in human behaviour or mental health. I’m just a normal bloke with a big heart and an even bigger imagination. I wasn’t born with superhuman genes or an appetite for danger. I grew up in various council estates with my mum and my sister, moving 17 times in total, and spent my weekends on my dad’s farm in the flat fens of Cambridgeshire, England. I’ve struggled through loss, fallen flat on my face more times than I can count and I’ve had plenty of moments when giving up seemed like the easier option.

			The only reason this book exists is because I did not give up.

			All of my adventures have taught me that ‘special’ isn’t an innate gift. It’s something that can be built with countless small decisions made with purpose and dedication. With this book, I want to show you that impossible is rarely absolute. It’s a human construct, fragile and full of holes. The moment you choose to look beyond what’s impossible, it starts to unravel. Because even when a limit itself stands firm, the boundaries of that limitation are always ours to redefine.

			Every single person reading this has the same capacity for extraordinary achievement. The only difference between those who do and those who don’t – those who move forward and those who feel stuck – is belief, strategy and the willingness to take consistent, uncomfortable steps forward. In the most difficult times of my life, I realised that all those self-help books, podcasts or speaker talks out there were written or presented by people who I felt completely disconnected from – polished celebrities, Instagram influencers, psychologists and motivational speakers with an education far greater than mine. These people were and are so far beyond anything I felt was achievable or attainable. These people’s lives looked nothing like mine. They all seemed to orbit some version of the same tired and recycled advice: to ‘just believe in yourself’. I thought – and still think – that a lot of it out there is absolute rubbish. Often more of a performance than an act of service.

			Rarely did any of it make me feel seen or provide me with any practical tools I could actually use in my very ordinary life. And when you’re sitting there in the mess of real life – bills piling up, relationships strained, mind spinning – vague advice does not land. It doesn’t reach the person who’s just trying to get through the week.

			Some of these voices were too aggressive, barking military-style discipline like everyone was a machine with a manual. Others drowned you in jargon and neuroscience, and I don’t know about you, but my brain just switches off halfway through that kind of waffle. Sure, the science is important, but where was the middle ground? Where was the book for the rest of us? The ordinary people. The ones just trying to navigate the daily grind, the setbacks, the hidden struggles, and still build something meaningful out of life. I want this book to offer that.

			When my Project Limitless expedition was born and the notion first conceived, I didn’t know, or care, that it was world-record breaking. You might think that unlikely. But it was only six months after I had planned this adventure of a lifetime that I was told of its magnitude. I have no great desire for fame or recognition. For me, Project Limitless wasn’t about breaking records; it was another experiment in breaking myself open, to see who I could become. I wanted to push myself to the absolute limit in pursuit of a 27-year-long dream and build myself back from the raw material left inside me. My goal, as with my expeditions before, was a simple pursuit of adventure, to make every minute count after the loss of loved ones, make them proud and to try to raise some money for a great cause in the process.

			I used my platform as a way to share my journey and document each hardship I faced. Something that has weighed heavily on me – and that I feel responsible for – is that I hope I never come across as an unrelatable guy to a person that feels lost, lonely and who thinks my achievements are unattainable and inaccessible to them. My promise to you is that I’m not that guy. Five minutes ago, I was nobody. Just a regular bloke with a crazy dream and the stubborn determination to make it happen. No massive following, no industry connections, no money. Flat broke, in fact. I bought all my original gear from the charity shop. So, if an ordinary working-class lad like me can take these lessons and change his life, then extraordinary achievement, whatever that looks like, is genuinely accessible to anyone.

			This book is for the person scrolling through social media, feeling invisible. The person working multiple jobs. The individuals who’ve been told they’re not enough, not special, not capable. Those wrestling with personal loss. People seeking a genuine blueprint for transformation. Anyone who has stopped believing they can change their current circumstances and that they can no longer answer the niggling question of ‘what if?’.

			I want you to see yourself in these pages. I want you to know that success isn’t born from perfection. It’s not about having a perfect life or looking a certain way. Success lives in the grit and the struggle. It’s in the moments when you decide to get up and try again. I’m not here to sell a lifestyle or hand you a one-size-fits-all plan. There is no quick fix here. This book is not about instant results or overnight transformation. The strategies and mindsets you’ll learn are designed to be applied consistently over time. When they are, they compound. They reshape how you think, how you respond under pressure and how you define what’s possible. Whether you apply them to relationships, career, personal growth, recovery or performance is entirely up to you.

			I have witnessed how ordinary people have achieved extraordinary things and I KNOW you can too.

			Through years of trial, error and a lot of failure, I started piecing together my own framework for how to move forward when life doesn’t make sense. I didn’t find it in a lecture or a podcast, but I did get lucky with a number of chapters in my life that provided important lessons. You’ll find them in the chapters of this book.

			Mostly, though, I found it through doing. I found it by being broken open, lost, down to my last penny, grieving and still getting back up. What I have to say isn’t based on theory. Every strategy is blood-tested through Royal Marines training, extreme expeditions, personal battles and real-world transformation. Having now had my small piece of success with it, I have broken it down into a structure I think is relatable and accessible.

			This framework defines what becoming limitless truly means to me. Becoming limitless is not about suffering endlessly or trying to become superhuman. It is about building an internal system that expands your capacity to live a better, more present and more fulfilling life. Whatever that looks like for you.

			The stories and lessons in this book are built around nine pillars, but they can be taken in any order. You don’t have to work on one to achieve the next. Each pillar targets different areas of your life and together they form a practical framework that will stop you from losing yourself when navigating life’s challenges seems impossible, help you break free from the bad habits that might have crept into your everyday life, and rebuild routines that help you find your way back to growth and fulfilment.

			These nine pillars are:

			
					Redefining possible

					Adversity equals power

					Proportionality

					Cheerfulness in the face of adversity

					The relentless pursuit of positivity

					The anatomy of resilience

					Strategic pain management

					Compartmentalisation

					Purpose beyond self

			

			Running through them are a set of core themes.

			Deliberate Discomfort

			Exposure to stress – not to punish yourself but to build resilience – helps the body and mind adapt when challenged safely and intentionally. This also means learning to train the nervous system, not just the muscles. Stress management matters just as much as strength or endurance if progress is going to last.

			Curiosity over Ego

			Being limitless is not about proving toughness or chasing validation through achievement or trophies. It is about staying humble and curious about what your body and mind are capable of, respecting your limits and learning how to expand them without breaking yourself in the process.

			Perspective

			It’s about understanding what truly matters. Knowing when to push and when to pause. Learning to zoom in or out when emotions narrow or overwhelm your view, and how to respond rather than react. Perspective keeps effort proportional to you and prevents challenge from turning into self-destruction or failure by comparison.

			Consistency rather than Extremes

			Small, repeatable habits carried out over time will always outperform extreme efforts done once. The ability to show up fully for yourself, your family, friends, work and your life to reach your fullest potential.

			To apply this framework, you’ll need reflection and honesty. You’ll find journalling prompts and exercises at the end of each chapter. These are simple but powerful tools to help you turn reflection into transformation. Do me a favour and just give them a go.

			What would becoming limitless actually look like to you? I’m guessing not all of you are here because you dream of swimming, cycling and running to Mount Everest before attempting to climb it! But every one of us has faced something that felt impossible. A moment that asked more of us than we believed we had. While my story features much of the extreme, becoming limitless, the way I have come to understand it, does not require constant extremity. It’s about understanding your biology, your mind and your body well enough to keep going without breaking, burning out or causing yourself harm.

			It’s about learning how to endure when you have no choice but to endure. How to overcome when you have no choice but to overcome. And how to pivot and keep moving forward when everything inside you tells you that you can’t. At its core, becoming limitless is about understanding and navigating your inner world with intention to achieve whatever you set out to.

			Through the pillars you’ll find in this book, I learned how to endure, adapt, reframe, pivot and recover. Mastering that internal balance allowed me to navigate some of the hardest moments of my life, not just during my expedition, but far beyond it, with clarity and control. I achieved greater self-awareness, better regulation and deeper presence. These are the skills that give you the capacity to meet difficulty head on, and stay engaged instead of overwhelmed, and grounded instead of reactive.

			Before we go any further, I want you to remember:

			
					The most extraordinary journeys start from the most ordinary places.

					It isn’t about being exceptional. It’s about proving that exceptional is a choice available to anyone willing to take the first step.

					When I say anyone can do this, I mean anyone.

			

			So, whoever you are and whatever obstacles you are facing, the two of us are going to have to get brave and vulnerable together. I will share with you my framework for turning life’s challenges into your greatest strength, reflecting on stories that have challenged me physically and emotionally. And I hope to succeed in demonstrating to you that even in the darkest moments, there’s always a way forward.

			Let’s start where all transformations begin: where you stop running from pain and start learning from it. Where you face the storm and realise that maybe, just maybe, it was never there to hurt you. It was there to show you how strong you already were.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Redefining Possible

			‘Impossible is merely a perception … the only person who knows the definition of possible is looking in the mirror.’

			I didn’t start life as the kid teachers looked at and thought, ‘He’ll go far one day.’ I was the kid they sighed about. Before adventure, mountains or world records were even on the horizon for me, the first thing that defined me was how ‘too much’ I was. Too loud. Too chaotic. Too impulsive. Too disorganised.

			As a young child I was kicked out of several pre-schools. On one occasion I was asked to leave for hitting a friend of mine, Conor, in the face with a weighty plastic toy shark over a minor frustration. Not out of anger or malice, but because my impulsivity reacted before my reason even had a chance to catch up. Besides that, I couldn’t sit still: not at home, not in public. It didn’t matter where I was, when I lost control I really lost it. The tantrums were so extreme my parents would be left publicly humiliated and feeling judged as people stared on. Wherever we were, we’d have to go home. Eventually, there were places my parents simply couldn’t take me because they didn’t know what I’d do next. My parents split up when I was two, so life has always been a bit fragmented. Weekdays were spent with my mum and sister, weekends back on my dad’s farm. Handling me on their own most of the time, they often needed extra support. But by the age of four, most of my own family found me too much to handle and only my nan Dorothy and my aunt Sandy would volunteer to look after me.

			When I started primary school, being made to do things I found uninteresting or restrictive filled me with anxiety. Sitting still or following rules that made no sense to me felt unbearable. I existed in a default state that didn’t give my brain enough stimulation to engage properly, no matter how hard I tried. Being forced to stay in that state was boring and physically uncomfortable. It filled me with dread and frustration, leaving me with a constant need to move, fidget or do something that would get me told off. I was hungry for stimulation. If I couldn’t find stimulation in the classroom, I’d go looking for it elsewhere. In sport, through movement or out in nature. And if conversation that was interesting to me wasn’t happening, I’d force it into existence. Even when it probably wasn’t appropriate.

			At playtime, if I wasn’t running around playing tag or sports (usually because I’d already been told off for being too boisterous), I’d take myself away and spend the entire break moving around the field, lifting stones and peeling back the weed membrane above the soil to see what insects were hiding underneath. Once I started, I was locked into hyperfocus. I could stay there the whole time, completely absorbed, watching them move, studying them, forgetting everything else around me.

			Aged six or seven, I’d lie in bed at night reading books about bugs and dinosaurs, poring over wildlife encyclopaedias memorising their names until someone forced me to turn the light off, and even then, I’d pull the lamp under the duvet and carry on reading in secret. As I got a little older, I would watch David Attenborough documentaries on repeat and the Steves (Irwin and Backshall) would become my heroes. When something captured my interest, I didn’t just pay attention; I disappeared into it, obsessed over it. The only time I felt total stillness was when my mind found something it could lock onto.

			If you grew up neurodivergent, you’ll know that feeling. You’re not trying to be difficult. Your thoughts, feelings and impulses are simply moving at a speed the room can’t match. You feel everything more. Your attention dives in and out. One minute you’re transfixed by the frogs in Uncle David’s pond; the next, you’ve sprinted back into the house because something in the distance caught your eye. By the time you remember you’ve left an entire pot of fish food open outside in the rain, it’s too late and you’re in big trouble.

			To you, it all makes perfect sense how and why it happened. To everyone else, you’re a disaster.

			No one called it Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) back then. I was just ‘naughty’, ‘feral’, ‘disruptive’ and deeply frustrating to almost everyone around me. In the 1990s, outside of specialist circles, hardly anyone had heard the word ‘neurodivergent’. ADHD was new, misunderstood and drenched in stigma. In Britain, few teachers or parents even knew a diagnosis existed and schools certainly didn’t have the systems of support we now expect (and still desperately need). We were labelled ‘problem kids’, ‘uncontrollable’, ‘poorly disciplined’. Even now, as I write in 2026, there will be people reading this who subscribe to the idea that ADHD isn’t a real struggle and who see it as an excuse, a label for bad behaviour, or something invented to explain away a lack of discipline.

			All I can offer in response is my experience. I didn’t avoid discipline. In fact, I was desperate for structure, control and a way to manage what I was experiencing. But ADHD brains have lower baseline activity in networks involving dopamine (motivation, reward, initiation) and norepinephrine (alertness, readiness to act). All I knew was that when my brain was sufficiently stimulated, I could focus and perform extremely well.

			As a child, I learned intuitively that physical activity levelled me out, bringing me back to a level playing field with the other children. As an adult, I would understand why. Endurance stress released norepinephrine, adrenaline and cortisol chemicals that sharpened attention, increased drive and mobilised my system. I would spend a lifetime chasing those stronger signals via endurance to engage. It made me feel whole; it medicated me.

			What I lived was not imagined or exaggerated. The anxiety, the overload, the loss of control were all very real and they have shaped every part of my life. I never lacked effort or care. What I lacked was understanding and a framework that could make sense of how my brain and body actually worked. What saved me were the people who didn’t treat my difference like a defect, who saw fun and beauty in my unpredictability, intensity and passion. Two of my biggest champions in that respect were my dad and my grandmother. The cottage on our farm was split in two: Dad on one side, Nan on the other. It was a place where I could be fully me, beyond the judgement of those who found my personality, or my energy, overwhelming. There, being energetic wasn’t a problem. I could vanish into the fields from dawn till dusk, building dens, digging trenches, inventing adventures. Outside, no one told me to ‘calm down’ or ‘stop fidgeting’. The world in which I existed was finally big enough to captivate me.

			Nan never made my restlessness a problem. She had all the cheat codes memorised to make sure of it. She danced the dance with me, and she knew every step, every turn, skilfully dodging the bumps in the road caused by the chaos of my mind that I had not yet conquered. She was great at meeting my energy with understanding. She didn’t try to crush the energy out of me; she redirected it.

			I smile to myself when think about it now, but when I was too overstimulated to sit and eat at the table, she’d later sit on the edge of the bath feeding me my favourite cereal, telling stories to hold my concentration, as if it were the most normal thing in the world and I was the most fascinating creature she’d ever met. My dad was the same. Despite frequently finding myself in trouble, even when I was bouncing off the walls, he had a special way of helping me feel like I wasn’t wrong, just full of life.

			When you take up that much space in someone’s life and they choose to meet it with love instead of resistance, you learn something about leadership, encouragement and belief. You realise it’s possible to channel the presence you occupy into something that influences others. With the right (or wrong) setting and the right (or wrong) tools, you can become a conduit of energy both positive and negative – the latter many parents and teachers reading this will recognise when faced with a child struggling without the right kind of support or outlet. It’s a force that ripples outwards in ways you might not even recognise in the moment yet moves through others all the same.

			In that sense, ADHD became my superpower. Of course, this alone isn’t the magical ingredient that creates this capacity for impact, but it’s been a powerful force in my life that set the tone for the foundations from which I was to build my career, my goals, my relationships. ADHD is so often misunderstood as a lack of focus, but it’s not about an inability to concentrate. It’s an inability to focus on what doesn’t spark interest. But when something does light you up, you can hyperfocus for hours. That’s the bit most people underestimate. That same trait would later let me train for years, plan expeditions and study the mountains and the body, and it became my secret ingredient in never giving up. My brain wasn’t faulty – it just needed the right target. And the moment it found that target was a random night in December 1999.

			Nan came to tuck me into bed, as she always did. But this time, we’d read all the usual stories and nothing was quite holding my attention. So she pulled out a book that was bigger than the usual ones, with this huge, wild-looking bearded man on the front: The Turquoise Mountain by Brian Blessed. At first, its size intimidated me, but as she started to read, for the first time in my short life my mind went dead still. She told me about this larger-than-life man chasing Everest, following in the footsteps of another man, George Mallory, whose story he’d read when he was just seven. ‘But I’m almost seven!’ I said to my nan, wide eyed. The realisation washed over me and settled somewhere deep inside. This man was doing something outrageously hard for no other reason than that he felt called to. When asked why he wanted to climb Everest, he would say, ‘Because it’s there.’

			Looking back, I think what captivated me was that it was bold and brave, physical and dramatic. I didn’t know it at the time, but I think this was everything I craved but couldn’t find in the flat fens of Cambridgeshire. It captured me. Nan had no idea and unfortunately she would not live to see it, but she had gifted me something big enough to grow into. And so began a 27-year obsession. A dream that would burn in the back of my mind and shape many of my decisions.

			Over the next few months I made her read it with me again and again. I’d beg to stay up late to hear more, until forced to bed. Then I’d sneak it off the shelf to look at the pictures under the duvet in awe. Somewhere between those first pages and the following weekends on the farm, I declared it out loud for the first time: ‘I’m going to climb Everest.’ My dad and Nan laughed at the impossibility of it; of course they did. I was six! But there was love in it, not dismissal. ‘Maybe you will!’ they said.

			That was the real beginning of redefining possible for me. Not the Channel swim. Not the triathlon to Everest. It started with a kid, who many made feel that he was ‘too much’, being told that he could do something. That it was simply possible.

			Taking Back the Wheel

			While the possibility of reaching Everest set me on a path, it took me a long time to realise that being ‘too much’ wasn’t something I needed to fix. The vague – and sometimes not so vague – sense that something was wrong with me didn’t fade as I got older; it followed me through school, friendships, relationships. And with every year that passed, the world expected more control, more composure. I was meant to have ‘grown out of it’. To be better at things that, no matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t seem to get my head around. People would lose patience with me because I’d forget instructions mid-task, make plans and not turn up, drift out of conversations halfway through, or start five projects at once and finish none. I wasn’t trying to be rude or careless; my brain just didn’t play by the same rules as everyone else’s.

			One sound, one thought, one passing distraction and I’d be gone.

			When you see that reflected back at you enough times in the sighs, the rolled eyes, the frustration … it starts to shape you. You learn to read disappointment like a second language. And yet, I didn’t have the language then to understand what I was feeling, so I just absorbed the reactions of the world around me. That’s how your beliefs, about who you are, begin to form.

			When your thoughts, actions or energy wind people up enough times, the shame starts to seep into your bones. You start to believe that your difference is a defect and that this shame you carry is something to suppress, not express. So you mask it. You act ‘normal’, hold it together, keep it small. But inside, you’re burning at both ends. Desperate to do better and furious that you can’t.

			How many of us feel that about one thing or another? Maybe it’s the fog of depression, where everything feels muted and slow. Maybe it’s living with a body that doesn’t always do what you wish it would or should, or a world that isn’t designed to accommodate your needs. Maybe it’s self-doubt, born from years of being overlooked, underestimated or told to ‘get over it’,’ ‘toughen up’ or ‘be realistic’. For some, it’s the exhaustion of pretending everything’s fine because you’ve been told vulnerability is weakness. For others, it’s the pressure to appear composed, when inside you’re barely holding it together.

			Whatever form it takes, we all carry something that makes us feel slightly out of sync with the world. Something that whispers you’re too much, or not enough, depending on the day. No one’s immune to it. As I eventually learned, even when you’ve built the toolkit, practised the mindset and strengthened your body and mind, those whispers don’t vanish. Under enough pressure, battling the hardships of life, every one of us reverts to the thoughts we believed we’d outgrown. That doesn’t make you weak; it makes you human. It’s not about getting rid of the negative thoughts, as that’s never going to happen entirely because the brain’s job isn’t to make you calm; it’s to keep you alive. So when things get tough and it throws out warnings, doubts, worst-case scenarios, it’s trying to protect you. Sometimes those signals are useful; they help you recognise real danger. But most of the time it’s just your mind catastrophising, building stories around fear that don’t match reality.

			The turning point lies in what happens next: whether you let yourself drift off course or you take back the wheel. The first step to mastering your thoughts is recognising when they’ve taken the wheel and learning to tell the difference between real danger and simple fear. Both are valid, both deserve respect. Understanding your thoughts is about understanding yourself. The more recognition you give to that notion, ‘Bollocks, I’m doing that thing again – spiralling and talking myself out of it,’ you create a small gap between what you feel and what you do.

			And in that gap, everything changes. That’s where you start to take control. You don’t need to wrestle your mind into submission; you just need to recognise when it’s taken the wheel. This is truly the first, most important and most overlooked tool in this whole book. Because if you can’t see what’s happening inside your own head, nothing else we build together will stick. Real strength isn’t about pretending the struggle doesn’t exist. It’s having enough dominion over your mind to be kind to yourself and to others, even when the world gives you no reason to be. It’s staying open when every instinct tells you to shut down. It’s choosing compassion over comparison, progress over perfection.

			Beyond the Limits

			There’s a barrier many people face – an invisible door between what feels possible and what doesn’t. My ADHD, in its own way, gave me the key to walk through that door and take on my first impossible. When an idea came to me – something others might call reckless, unrealistic or impossible – that impulsive spark pushed me to jump before doubt could pull me back. It blurred the line between what others saw as impossible and what I believed I could do. The same neurodivergence that had so often given me grief growing up was the same wiring that would carry me up my first mountain, Kilimanjaro.

			When I was 11, my dad decided to move to Cyprus for work, and I went with him. For a boy obsessed with Everest, trading the flat fens of Cambridgeshire for the hills of Paphos felt like stepping closer to a world I’d only known through books. On the weekends, I begged my dad to drive me to the Akamas Peninsula, so I could go hiking along one of its various trails. Sometimes alone, sometimes with friends. I’d hike for hours in 40°C heat. Every hill became a small, personal, Everest and every step felt like progress. Somewhere in that heat and solitude, I found peace. The constant noise in my head quietened and my restlessness slowly disappeared. Purpose was beginning to take shape.

			A few years later, at I was scrolling through ExplorersWeb, as I often did, I read an article about Kilimanjaro. One sentence hit me like a bolt of lightning:

			A great stepping stone to climb Mount Everest.

			I didn’t know how much it would cost or how long it would take, but I told my parents then and there that I was going to climb Kilimanjaro. My parents laughed it off at first. But I knew that I meant it. This was a real first step that others had taken, so why not me?

			The next year became an exercise in obsession and persistence. I emailed and called dozens of tour companies, both in Tanzania and internationally, trying to find someone willing to take a 16-year-old up the mountain alone. No one really took me seriously at first, as it was pretty rare for anyone under the age of 18 to attempt Kilimanjaro. But after six months of phoning every company that would listen, I finally found one that – possibly illegally – agreed to take a chance on a very determined teenager.

			The big day arrived and my dad drove me to the airport to nervously send me on my way. Here I was, a month after turning 16, proud as punch, about to board a plane to Tanzania on a completely self-funded trip most adults wouldn’t take alone. I rocked up to the terminal looking absolutely ridiculous. I’d spent every penny I had on totally the wrong kit. My first ever hiking boots, a pair of thick, heavy, brown Berghaus leather boots, had taken a month to arrive from the UK, only to be two sizes too big. I had a backpack on that was twice as big as I needed. But I didn’t care. I was filled with overwhelming excitement and about to step into one of the books I had been so lost in when growing up.

			After 37 hours of delays, reroutes and exhaustion, I finally arrived at the foot of the mountain, where I met Wilson, my Tanzanian guide. He had been leading climbs for 43 years and an air of authority floated around him. I will never forget the look of utter bewilderment on his face when I climbed out of the jeep alone. I tried to break the ice by giving him a warm but deeply awkward hug, which only seemed to confuse him more.

			There had clearly been some confusion between him and the expedition company I booked with, as he and the rep who had dropped me off proceeded to talk in confused Swahili for ten minutes. I stood there smiling and standing on my tiptoes, trying to look older, taller and confident enough to convince him not to refuse me and send me straight back home. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before he threw caution to the wind and put a hand on my shoulder.

			‘What are you doing here, young man?’ he said.

			I laughed and our journey began.

			Kilimanjaro is a truly extraordinary mountain. She is a stand-alone extinct volcano rising 5,895 metres (19,340 feet) into the sky and the tallest free-standing mountain in the world. It takes six days to summit and I had meticulously researched the climb. There are several routes to the top, one with huts along the way. I deliberately chose the Machame Route. It was longer, steeper and more demanding, but also more scenic and less crowded. No huts along this route, as I wanted to be a true adventurer and to sleep in a tent on the ground.

			The first day took us through dense rainforest and I was transfixed. Monkeys surrounded us, their calls echoing through the trees, mixed with birdsong. The canopy of the forest’s tallest plants were woven together so tightly they formed a living ceiling that turned the jungle itself into a cathedral of sound, and the sounds of the jungle into its orchestra. I barely spoke, which was a new experience for a chatterbox like me. I felt like the heroes I’d grown up watching and reading, immersed in discovery.

			The jungle soon gave way to lower, lighter vegetation. Within 24 hours, the ecosystem had completely changed. The climb became steeper. The altitude hit me harder than I’d imagined it would. But moments of reward came, like standing above a sea of cloud with Mount Meru piercing through it. Wilson gave me a thumbs up and said, ‘Well done, Simba Mdogo,’ which he told me was my nickname. Young lion.

			By day four, the tropical world felt distant. There was nothing left but rock and sand. A lifeless desert above the clouds. At 4,000 metres (roughly 13,000 feet), we passed the bones of a leopard. With no prey and no wildlife this high, no one knew what a leopard would be doing so high up. It was haunting to acknowledge the death of another living being along our route, and it did nothing to help my nerves as we approached the final push. My sense of foreboding worsened that evening when, as I sat on a rock eating rice, three people passed us on stretchers being rushed down to lower altitudes.

			Our summit push was brutal. About five hours into a nine-hour climb, Wilson and I huddled behind a boulder as wind battered us in the ice-cold dead of the night. I realised I had learned a lot about climbing mountains during this time. Firstly, I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. And secondly, that if I was going to make this a hobby, I needed far better kit.

			I was paying for every poor clothing decision I’d made. It was well below freezing and I had not been able to feel my fingers for the last hour. They were stiff inside my completely useless gloves. I had a constant, low-grade tremor in my legs caused by the cold rain that was now seeping deeper into my not-so-waterproof jacket, amplified by the fatigue of my young muscles. The friction inside my gigantic boots had caused painful blisters on day one and now I could feel the skin inside my boots, wet and tender, slipping and sliding as we traversed the scree towards the summit, a mixture of ash, lava and rock from past volcanic eruptions. I had a tightness in my jaw from hours of bracing against wind and cold, and my body held in a constant state of tension. This was the first time in my life I would push physically and mentally through pain.

			We slowly inched our way up the great crater towards the roof of Africa. I nearly gave up several times, as I started to question if I was strong enough for what would be coming next. All those voices of
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