
LIVING MAKE A SPLASH

The call of 
the wild

Swimming outdoors in rivers, lakes and oceans is good  
for both body and soul, Andréa Childs explains

B efore we had pools and 
lidos, lanes and diving 
boards, swimming was  
a simpler thing. The 
pleasure of immersing 

yourself in natural waters, the 
bobbing of the waves during a dip  
in the sea and the joy of diving  
into deep water may be things you 
remember from your childhood. 
Maybe you learned breaststroke in  
a shallow bend of the local river or 
discovered wild swimming on holiday. 

The practice of wild swimming 
is probably as old as humanity 
itself and is celebrated in the works 
of countless poets and writers. 
Lord Byron famously swam the 
Hellespont, and Wordsworth and 
Coleridge bathed in the Lake 
District’s waters. Actress Katharine 
Hepburn braved the ice floes near 
her home in Fenwick, Connecticut. 
And more recently, the writer 
Roger Deakins swam through the 

rivers, lakes and seas of Britain, 
writing about his experiences and 
introducing a new generation to 
their watery wonders.

Today, open-water swimming 
has become a popular alternative 
to lengths in indoor pools, with 
local events taking place across the 
country. In the world of sport, the 
World Aquatics Championships 
has featured open-water events 
since 1992, and the 2008 Olympics 
included a 10km open-water swim. 
This mainstream acceptance and 
accessibility means that swimming 
in open waters doesn’t need to be 
a solo pursuit. We spoke to Guild 
member Naomi Crowder about  
why it’s never too late to dive in…

Wild swimming  
is probably as old 

as humanity itself
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on a special  
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I’ve always  
had a spirit  

of adventure
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COME ON IN!
Swim England commissioned 
a study into the benefits of 
swimming. Here are some 
great reasons to get started…

• Regular swimming can help 
to reduce long-term health 
conditions. It reduces GP visits 
and dependence on care for 
conditions including diabetes, 
strokes, dementia and cancer.
• Swimmers feel healthier 
than non-swimmers and 
reportedly feel up to 12  
years younger!
• Swimming boosts mental 
wellbeing, with 1.5 million 
people saying that swimming 
has significantly reduced 
their anxiety and depression.
• Swimmers are happier. 
Swimmers say they feel  
more satisfied with life and 
are more likely to say that  
life is worthwhile.

I like to give myself a challenge when 
I reach a significant birthday. I did a 
parachute jump at the age of 50, took 
up tennis at 60, and when I was 70, my 
daughter, who lives in New Zealand, 
arranged for us to take part in a Masters 
swimming event when I joined her for  
a holiday. I did quite well, despite not 
having swum since childhood, and it 
inspired me to carry on when I came 
home. I started with pool-based events 
– I even competed in the World Masters 
Games in Sydney – but around seven 
years ago, I took part in my first open-
water experience. I loved the freedom of 
not going up and down a pool, and the 
camaraderie with the other swimmers. 
This year I even swam with sharks, with 
tour group Basking Shark Scotland! 

I’m now a member of the Yorkshire 
Open Water Swimmers, who meet twice a 
week in summer and once a week during 
the winter to swim in Harthill Reservoir. 
A Masters swimmer is anyone over the 
age of 18, so we have members of all ages, 
although most are in their 40s. I’m the 
oldest but it has never worried me; I’ve 
always been welcomed and looked after.

Open-water swimming is different 
to wild swimming because it involves 
organised events, with a safety boat and 
supervision. But during our training 
sessions, it’s just a great bunch of people 
getting together to swim in lovely natural 
water in beautiful countryside, with 
tea and cake afterwards. We go out in 
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winter and summer, so we get used to the 
temperature, although I wear a wetsuit 
all year round. We call those who don’t 
‘skin swimmers’. In the colder months, 
I add waterproof boots and gloves. The 
temperature might be two or three 
degrees, but I splash water on my face and 
take a few strokes to settle down after the 
shock of the cold. In the winter, I might 
only stay in for 15 minutes, but in the 
summer I can swim for up to two hours.

Swimming is wonderful exercise. The 
water supports the body, so it’s kinder  
on the joints. My muscles are 
toned and I feel fit and strong. 
Any exercise is said to benefit 
our mental health, but I think 
being outdoors and being 
part of a group has special 
benefits. Other people think 
I’m mad, but each to their  
own! I’ve always had a spirit 
of adventure.

I’ve had tough swims. Two years  
ago, I did the Great North Swim in 
Windermere. The weather was terrible 
and I’d never swum 2km before. I wasn’t 
sure how I’d finish it, but thinking about 
my son kept me going. He’d never been 
a runner, yet he had just completed the 
London Marathon. If he could do that,  
I could complete this. This year I had my 
biggest challenge, swimming the 5.2-mile 
length of Coniston Water. Again, it was 
awful weather, pouring with rain, and it 
took me just under four hours. I burst into 
tears when I finished because I was so 

tired, but I also felt an incredible sense 
of achievement.

You don’t need to enter races to 
enjoy open-water swimming. Find 
a local club and just join in. In fact, 
that goes for all exercise. The worst 
thing we can do as we get older is to 

stop being active at the first sign of 
aches and pains. 


