Westcoast Story

Come On In, the Water’s Fine...
AROUND THE WORLD each New Year’s
Day, millions mark the occasion by observing
traditions and rituals both ancient and modern.
In the case of Polar Bear Club members, it’s
a brisk swim—necessarily brief—in freezing
local waters that heralds the turning of one
year into another.
It’s believed the ﬁrst Polar Bear Club was
founded in Coney Island, New York in 1903.
The idea has spread across the globe in the
century since. A take on Northern European
spa and sauna culture, Polar Bear clubs can
be widely found in Scandinavia, but also in
territories as far ﬂung as Belgium and China.
Inspired by founder Peter Pantages, Vancouver
caught the bug in 1920, making the city’s club
one of the world’s oldest.

On January 1 of that year, 10 hardy souls
entered the bone-chilling depths of English
Bay to create a little piece of local history. Every
New Year’s Day since, regardless of weather
conditions, the Vancouver Polar Bear Swim
Club has taken this bracing plunge. The number
of participants has swelled considerably, with
1,560 taking part in the 2006 swim and a record
2,128 in 2000.
The 2007 Polar Bear Swim will be the 87th
such event and is sure to attract the usual
extraordinary cast of characters amongst both
participants and spectators. Anticipation is
high, for example, for an appearance from
Trevor Olson, already a local legend for his
recent dominance in the event’s 100-yard race.
This aquatic dash oﬀers the winner the Peter
Pantages Memorial Trophy, established in 1972.
Olson has scooped the award in three of the last
four swims, attaining Second Place in 2005.
Other ranking participants receive prizes
courtesy of local businesses and
every registered swimmer receives a commemorative button. (Mandatory registration
takes place at English
Bay bathhouse from
12:30pm. It can also be
done with the Vancouver Province
newspaper’s

Many of the Polar Bear Swim Club’s
thousands of participants wear colourful
costumes for the event (Cliff Lemire)
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registration form, printed several times leading
up to the event).
While Trevor Olson and others continue
to add to Vancouver Polar Bear Swim Club
folklore, they will have to go some distance to
overshadow the achievements of the late Ivy
Granstrom. The legendary ‘Queen of the Polar
Bears’ passed away on April 14, 2004, having
announced her retirement from swims at that
year’s event, aged 92. Fair enough, as she had
already braved English Bay’s average New Year’s
Day water temperature of 6°C (43°F) on 76
previous occasions. A multiple world-record
holder in her age group, Granstrom’s amazing
swim history is all the more impressive when
you consider also that she was blind.

The 2007 Polar
Bear Swim will
be the 87th such
event and is sure
to attract the usual
extraordinary
cast of characters
amongst both
participants and
spectators.
Now one of the largest Polar Bear swims in
the world, Vancouver’s dip takes place at English
Bay Beach at 2:30 p.m. Swimmers are limited to
a half hour in the water. During the build-up, an
enthusiastic, highly colourful crowd assembles
as excitement mounts. Thousands gather,
with many spectators adorned in elaborate
costumes reﬂecting the tradition amongst
participants to dress up as ‘winter creatures’
such as penguins. Past swims have featured
skydivers and ice sculptures. Vancouver’s radio
station CFOX (93.3, The Fox) provides music
and announcements.
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The swim has become a key date of
Vancouver’s festive calendar. Considered so
important to the city, the swim was designated
as the ﬁrst oﬃcial event of the Centennial
year in 1986. Unsurprisingly, it attracts a lot
of attention and generates plenty of press
coverage, locally and overseas. As participation
and attendance have grown, so has interest
from far and wide. An international cast has
registered to swim in recent times, further

Ivy Granstrom with Polar Bear Club president Lisa
Pantages, acknowledging Ivy’s long time participation
and retirement (Cliff Lemire)

enhancing Vancouver’s burgeoning reputation
as an unmissable tourist destination.
Notable coverage has included an illustrated
feature in the 1985 winter issue of the esteemed
National Geographic Traveller magazine, and
a live radio broadcast to two million Japanese
listeners in 1999. There was even a featurelength documentary of the event produced by
the 1979 ﬁlm class of Simon Fraser University
in neighbouring Burnaby.
Such a celluloid tribute would have been
greatly appreciated by founder and club
President for 50 years, Greek restaurateur
Peter Pantages. Following his death in 1971,
Pantages’ son Basil succeeded him; he in
turn has recently seen his niece Lisa take the
helm. Basil, his brother Tony, Lisa and Tony’s
other children Tony Jr. and John are regular
participants. It is this strong family bedrock
that keeps the founder’s vision very much alive
and intact.
However, they could not have built the event
up to its present level without the assistance of
the Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation,
crucial to its success since 1952. Providing
lifeguards, ﬁrst aid and hands-on organisational
involvement, the Parks Board has also created safe
and comfortable spectator enclosures. Particular
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Modern mermaids at 84th Annual swim
(Cliff Lemire)

plaudits in this respect must go to former
Co-ordinator of Aquatics, Derek Laverty,
zestful organiser of the swim from 1968 to
1993. He passed away in October 2004 and was
formally honoured alongside Ivy Granstrom
with a ceremony during the 2005 swim.
Faced with such biting water and air
temperatures in the grip of a Vancouver winter,
why do people happily strip down to take part
in an event that many view as utter craziness?
Many participants will tell you, ﬁrstly, that it’s
because it’s there to be done. Some will tell

Left to right: John Pantages, Parks Chair Heather
Holden, top male and female swimmers Trevor
Olson and Alysha Loney, Parks Commissioner
Spencer Herbert and Lisa Pantages (Cliff Lemire)

you it’s all about the occasion and sense of
community. Yet more will rightfully promote
the event as a great way of raising money
for their preferred charity. (Swimmers are
frequently sponsored to this end). Adults and
kids alike will tell you it makes for a fun and
wacky family outing. Others, especially swim
veterans, will say the event presents an unusual
physical challenge, yet is so exhilarating and
liberating it becomes an addiction.
Witness the bizarre tale of one Mr. Bill
Fabing. Not a Vancouver Polar Bear, but a

member of the Boulder, Colorado equivalent,
he is so committed to the thrill of wintry
dips that he actually had part of the left
temporal lobe of his brain removed to reduce
the possibility of epileptic seizures that
could be triggered by spending too long in
such icy waters.
With reports of such extreme dedication,
it is no wonder some consider these swims
as madness. Fabing does appear a freakish
one-oﬀ, but perhaps the only way to remotely
comprehend his obsession is to make that splash
for yourself. —David Morrison

87th Annual Vancouver
Polar Bear Swim 2007
English Bay Beach, Vancouver, B.C.
January 1, 2007, 2:30pm
(Registration from 12:30pm): FREE
For more information, contact: Glenn Schultz,
Vancouver Aquatic Centre. 604.665.3418
glenn.schultz@vancouver.ca
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