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I F YOU LIVE NEAR A BODY OF 
water – be it a lake, river or ocean 
– you probably already know that 
cold-water swimming is having a 
moment. The pandemic helped, of 

course: it was a time when pool closures 
forced swimmers to think outside the 
(concrete) box. Cold-water swimming 
groups around the country swelled  
in size, local Facebook groups gathered 
like-minded aquanauts – and fitness 
experts rejoiced.

After all, swimming is the one exer-
cise that can help boost longevity, hone 
your cognition, keep you slim and supply 
a built-in social club. Dr Alexander  
Hutchison, an exercise physiologist 
and author of Swim Prescription: The 
Doctor-Designed Program for Health and 
Longevity (Hatherleigh Press, $34.99) 
isn’t surprised some people become evan-
gelical about their daily plunge.

“Swimming’s different to land-based 
activities,” he says. “There’s something 
about being enveloped in water. If you’re 
one of those strange people who like 
cold-water swimming – and I include 
myself in this group – it can become part 
of your identity and your everyday exis-
tence. I do think you can get grumpy 
when you miss it!” 

Dr Jenny Martin, 52, who swims at 
Merewether Beach in Newcastle, NSW, 
agrees it’s become something she can’t do 
without. “It’s like a form of mindfulness; 
a pure freedom,” she says. “You feel like 
a tiny speck in this incredible ecosystem.”

SO, IS IT GOOD FOR YOU?

Research suggests yes. One University of 
South Carolina study claims that swim-
ming can drastically reduce your risk 
of dying. The study spanned 32 years,  

Cold-water 
warriors

While many of us consider an ocean dip a decidedly 
summertime pursuit, a growing number of swimmers are braving 

the waves all year round for the mental and physical rewards.
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A group of swimmers 
dive into the ocean at 
Cozy Corner in Torquay, 
Victoria. Many of them 
swim without wetsuits 
and are known as ‘skins’.
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following 40,000 men aged 20-90 and it 
found those who swam had a 50% lower 
death rate than runners, walkers and 
non-exercisers. Dr Hutchison believes 
the theory behind the results is due to the 
nature of being in water.

“Swimming can be a good exercise for 
everyone and it’s different to land-based 
exercise for several reasons,” he says. 
“The first is buoyancy, and the hydrostatic 
pressure of water helps regulate blood 
pressure, and may reduce pain sensitivity. 

“You’re also able to conduct heat much 
better in water, making it great for people 
with heat intolerance issues – it means you 
can exercise for longer,” he continues. “And 
if you’re swimming in cold water, it helps 
you burn fat more efficiently. It’s [also] 
an activity you can do for life, and inju-
ries are rare.”

BLOOD FLOW AND THE BRAIN 

We know cold-water swimming is great 
for your physical health – but how about 
your grey matter? The research so far is 
in its early stages, but it’s encouraging, 
say experts. Studies out of Cambridge 
University have shown that cold-water 
swimming may protect the brain from 
dementia – and Dr Hutchison says, while 
exercise in general will improve your 
cognitive health, cold-water swimming 
is particularly beneficial.

“You tend to hold your breath a lot 

ANTI-AGEING PROPERTIES

If you hang out with long-time ocean 
swimmers, you’ll probably notice they look 
pretty good for their age. “I’m often talking 
to older women in the changing room after 
a swim who’ve been swimming every day 
for 50 years – I chatted to one 90-year-
old last week, and there’s a woman in our 
group who’s 71,” says Dr Martin. 

“As a doctor who works in a hospital,  
I see the other side of 71 – and I can’t 
believe the swimmers I know are the 
same age. They’re fit, they have muscle, 
and they’re so engaged with life. I think 
it’s probably the sunlight, the cold water, 
the fact that exercise in general boosts your 
longevity and cardiovascular health. It’s 
also the social aspect.”

That’s borne out in the studies, too. 
One Perth-based study involving research-
ers at Edith Cowan University called 
self-organised ocean swimming groups 
“a lot better than medicine” when it came 
to socialising and healthy ageing.

And in terms of skin health? Swim in 
salt water over chlorine if you can, says 
Dr Hutchison. “Chlorine can dry the skin, 
whereas the magnesium in salt water can 

have a moistening effect. And bromine and 
zinc – which you find in salt water – can 
have anti-inflammatory effects on the skin, 
so it can help heal issues like psoriasis.” 

THE SHARK FACTOR

There have been a number of tragic 
shark attacks on swimmers in Australia 
in recent years, but it’s worth bearing in 
mind that the risk is statistically very low. 
That doesn’t mean ocean swimmers aren’t 
nervous about the prospect. “I think about 
it,” says our case study Brian Cook, who 
swims at sunrise along the Victorian coast-
line. “But in 30 years I’ve never seen one.” 

Dr Martin did have an encounter on 
one of her first open-water swims. “I’d 
jumped off the rocks with my swimming 
buddy and we were swimming back into 
the beach,” she recalls. “I had my face in 
the water – and I spotted a dorsal fin and 
jagged teeth coming straight for us. I just 
stopped, petrified. I genuinely wondered 
if I was watching my end approaching!”

Her swimming buddy was nonplussed, 
told her there was “nothing they could 
do” and just to stick close and keep 
swimming. They made it into the beach 
without incident and later, while shar-
ing photos over coffee, she learned that 
shark was a harmless grey nurse, known 
to local swimmers and surfers – they’d 
even named it “Fluffy”.

1.  
GET CHECKED BY YOUR GP 
Cold-water swimming is an 
extreme environment and you 
want to make sure you’re fit, 
healthy and can swim 500m 
without stopping. As a coach, 
that’s my benchmark for 
someone wanting to tackle 
open water. 

2.  
JOIN AN OCEAN 
SWIMMING GROUP 
Find one that has a coach or 
individual who’s certified to 
teach open-water swimming, 
because there are obviously 
some risks associated with 
this type of activity.

3.  
INVEST IN STROKE 
LESSONS
If your technique needs work 
and could cause injury, find a 
good coach with a reputation 
for fixing swimming strokes 
– in my experience, between 
two and four sessions is 
enough to make significant 
improvements. 

GETTING STARTED
By DR ALEXANDER HUTCHISON,  
exercise physiologist

B rian Cook, the 67-year-old CEO of Carlton Football Club, is a busy guy. 
But he often makes time for a 6am dip with his fellow ‘skins’ – a group 
of ocean swimmers who scorn wetsuits and brave a 10°C sea in winter 

off Cosy Corner in Torquay, Victoria. 
“I don’t know if I would’ve started doing it if someone told me just how 

cold 10 degrees is,” he chuckles. “But the funny thing is, the body adapts over 
a month or two, and it’s exhilarating. But you have to just jump in; getting in 
slowly is death by 100 lashes!”

Brian’s currently recovering from a nasty bout of COVID-19 – and returning 
to swimming slowly. It’s been tough: he used to be incredibly fit, swimming 
20km a week and travelling to Western Australia to do the Rottnest Island 
swim each year. “I do think swimming is helping my recovery because I feel 
great while I’m doing it, but I’m very fatigued the next day. Doctors have told 
me it may take me six months to fully recover, and I’m learning to listen to my 
body and rest more.”

But those two-to-three swims a week still have their rewards, including a 
post-swim shower Brian’s swimming buddy Colin rigs up on his ute. “We bring 
eskies of hot water and stick it into a 19-gallon drum, so we can have a shower 
after our swim. It’s magnificent.”

“As a doctor who 
works in a hospital, 
I see the other side 
of 71 – and I can’t 
believe the swimmers 
I know are the same 
age. They’re fit and 
they’re so engaged 
with life.”
DR JENNY MARTIN 
Cold-water swimmer

“I’d be lost without my  
regular swims”

FURTHER INFORMATION

To book an ocean swimming lesson,  
go to oceanfit.com.au/swim-school 
To find an ocean swimming group,  
go to oceanswims.com 
For your local Masters Swimming 
Australia club, go to  
mastersswimming.org.au 

“That was reassuring and really helped 
me face my fear. I’ve seen wobbegongs and 
stingrays since, I’ve played with pods of 
dolphins. We try to have so much control 
over our lives, but out there you have none, 
and you realise how precious our environ-
ment is, and how good you feel. Ocean 
swimming is like nothing else on Earth.”  

Right: Carlton Football Club 
CEO Brian Cook and his group 

of ocean swimmers in Torquay.  
“It’s exhilarating,” he says.

when you’re swimming, and when you’re 
doing that, the carbon dioxide levels in 
your blood build up,” he explains. “That’s a 
potent stimulant to improving your cardio-
vascular health and blood flow to the brain 
– which is why we see improvements in 
cognition immediately after swimming.”

There’s also research that cold-water 
swimming has mental health benefits for 
people who suffer anxiety and depression, 
and that’s partly due to a rush of the stress 
hormone norepinephrine to the brain, says 
Dr Hutchison. 

“When we get out, that hormone dips 
even lower than normal levels, which 
has a calming effect on the brain. The 
theory is that if you continued doing cold- 
water swimming as a treatment, the bene-
fits would continue.”


