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Welcome to A Life Well 
Swum

Thank you for downloading this sample of A Life Well Swum.
The memoir tells the story of my life in and around open water, from 

childhood swims in the Jersey sea and English lakes to the long distance 
challenges that came later.

In the full memoir, I write about my return to the sea in midlife, a 
journey that leads across the English Channel, around Manhattan Island 
and Nnally to the Aorth Channel. :long the way, I become part of a 
communityv supporting other swimmers, joining relay teams and gi-ing 
back to the sport that changed my life.

This sample starts near the end, with my hardest swim, before return1
ing to where it all began.
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Prologue: The Swarm

The sting in my mouth was the worst. The tentacle of the jellydsh slik 
kown my chee,b falling petween my liIs as 2 turnek my heak to preathe.

The drst aIIearek soon after the start of my 1-Nmile swim from 
Sorthern 2relank to Acotlank. vfter one hunkrekb 2 gaHe uI counting.

zalfway across 2 saw a swarm the si:e of a footpall Iitch. The water 
was aliHe with themb an alien worlk.

2 hak two choicesM giHe uI or carry on through. 2 ,eIt going.
xost were just pelow the surface. Tensing my stomachb 2 glikek oHer 

the toIb anEious to aHoik prushing them.
’Hery few minutes one woulk pe higherb largeb white ank translucent. 

2ts touch li,e stinging nettles.
xore worrying were the lionDs mane jellydshb kirty prown ank hikken 

among the rest. Their trailing tentacles lashek with a Iain worse than a 
ko:en pee stings.

2 saw hunkreksb maype thousanksb clusterek in a kense mass. Curing 
my Sorth Whannel crossingb 2 Iassek through two swarms.
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That memoryb immersek in the sea ank surrounkek py these creaturesb 
stanks out as the highlight.

Atrange ank full of wonker. Aomething few get to eEIerience. ?hat 
greater IriHilege coulk there pe3

2t was the most HiHik momentb leaHing me as,ingM how kik a mikN
kleNagekb oHerweight family man enk uI ta,ing on one of the toughest 
oIen water challenges in the worlk3
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Early Adventures

Memories of the Pool

One of my earliest memories is the public pool in Darlington, in the 
north of England. The whiM of chlorine, all of us together, Ium, Dad, 
my sister and me. At was a cheap family outing and a chance to splash, 
laugh and play.

kfterwards we brea-fasted on a mountain of toast thic- with marF
malade. 1rom the start, the water was my happy place.

An 970v, when A was ’‑e, my parents separated. They married young 
and had grown apart. kt the time, A didnJt understand, but later A recogF
nised the father5shaped hole it left in me.

Iy mother, wanting the best for us, mo‑ed to 4ersey, where her parF
ents had mo‑ed in retirement and their steady lo‑e ’lled the gap.

The island is 9vv miles south of England, only 7 miles by R, with the 
sea always close. Ats beaches, harbours and bays became part of my life.
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Kesidency laws meant my grandparents couldnJt buy property, so 
they rented a small Wat attached to a millionaireJs house. An ejchange for 
grampa helping with the gardening, we were allowed to use the ownerJs 
pool. 

Iy little sister, Girsty, and A swam there all summer, and it became our 
own little paradise. :e ran down the path on bare, hardened feet and 
Sumped in, staying in for hours after school, water babies without a care.

2rowing up, the sea was both bac-drop and playground6 sailing with 
my grandfather, laughing in the spray as ktlantic brea-ers crashed into 
the seawall, belly5boarding in the wa‑es.

O‑er time the sea wor-ed its way into me and ne‑er left.
Iy mother, knnette, was a single mum wor-ing as a social wor-er, 

with little time and e‑en less money. Che poured e‑erything she had into 
raising Girsty and me.

An 9709, the year we mo‑ed to 4ersey, the island got its ’rst public 
indoor pool, 1ort Kegent. :e were regulars from the start, building on 
the HRFyard swimming certi’cates weJd earned before lea‑ing DarlingF
ton. Two years later, a group of parents at the pool started a swimming 
club named after it. Ium became one of the poolside assistants. Girsty 
was a star in the ma-ing, and, for me, the pool became a new home.

An 4uly 970L, when A was 99, my swimming teacher entered me in the 
zastle Parbour race, oneFmile in the sea. At was a long way, but A lo‑ed 
it6 the freedom of open water, the camaraderie of competition, doing 
something others couldnJt.

This led to me Soining the 4ersey qong Distance Cwimming zlub, the 
4qDCz, or simply the zlub. qoo-ing bac-, that decision has made all the 
diMerence.

The zlub was new, founded on the inspiration of DeniBe qe “ennec. 
Che was the ’rst person from 4ersey to swim the English zhannel, Hv 
hours of breaststro-e with no cap and no goggles. k pioneer, she was still 
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sending congratulatory cards more than xv years later to mar- successful 
zhannel swims.

Cuccess came Nuic-ly to the zlub. An kugust 970R, its second year, it 
was in‑ited to enter a team in an English zhannel relay race celebrating 
the 9vvth anni‑ersary of the ’rst crossing. The sij 4ersey teenagers ’nF
ished second in the mijed category, behind Egypt, with 2reat ”ritain in 
third.

They were the big -ids, the ones A loo-ed up to.

”y the winter of 970L, A was training with them in the sea. A was a 
chubby -id, comfortable in the cold. A couldnJt -eep up with the older 
-ids in speed, but A could stay in as long.

Iy coach was Iaurice qa-eman, the ’rst zlub “resident and a driF
‑ing force in its early success. Pe ga‑e up countless hours to help me, and 
A remember him with gratitude, e‑en if his methods, li-e all coaching in 
4ersey then, were old5school.

:e trained at the 1ort Kegent pool after school. k typical session was 
simple6 Ir qa-eman, in his “E teacherJs trac-suit, told me to do a mile 
without stopping. kfter plodding up and down, A ’nished and loo-ed 
up, ejpectant.

3Vow do another mile.8
”ored and unmoti‑ated, A started again, alone with my thoughts and 

the endless lengths, ne‑er thin-ing about pacing or techniNue.
Distance was all that counted.
ks the sea warmed, we mo‑ed to Pa‑re des “as, a seawater lido. :e 

swam UvvFyard circuits of the circular pool. A was at the bac-, and when 
no one was loo-ing, A would cut the corner to catch up with the others.
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An 970L there was another big change. kt 99, A had to mo‑e from 
primary to secondary school.

Coon after arri‑ing in 4ersey, A had started at Ct “eterJs, a small country 
school with only Hv children per year. At was nejt to the airport, and 
when planes too- oM, the noise made the teacher pause midFsentence. 
:e would sit li-e a froBen tableau until they could be heard again.

”y my last year, A was settled and happy, a good, hardFwor-ing -id near 
the top of the class. The only time A remember getting told oM was when 
a worried teacher ran across the playground to stop me spinning around, 
holding a classmate by his hands, his feet lifted high from the ground li-e 
a fairground ride.

Kather than send me to the local secondary school, Ium put me forF
ward for a scholarship at a feeFpaying school in town. This was ;ictoria 
zollege, a 2othic building on a hill abo‑e town, used by the 2ermans 
as their headNuarters during their occupation of the island during the 
Cecond :orld :ar.

To Nualify for the scholarship, A had to complete a written test at 
the college. kfter the ejam, A was ta-en with the other candidates to a 
classroom, where we waited to be inter‑iewed one by one. One of the 
others was carrying a model castle made from hundreds of matchstic-s, 
and A thought, I don’t have a chance against that.

An the inter‑iew, A was as-ed to read the poem 3The Koad Vot Ta-en8 
by Kobert 1rost. At didnJt ma-e much sense to me, and the teacher smiled 
-indly as A tried to come up with something to say.

:al-ing out, A wasnJt worried about failing. A had tried because Ium 
wanted me to, and A hadnJt thought about where A wanted to go. :hen 
A was accepted on a full scholarship A was unmo‑ed.

Keality hit me hard when A arri‑ed at the new school in Ceptember. 
Only one other person from Ct “eterJs was in my year. Iy old friends 
had gone to the school out west, and many of my new classmates had 
mo‑ed up together from the feeFpaying prep school. Their friendships 
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had been forged o‑er years. A was one of the outsiders, too posh for my 
old mates in my goldFedged blaBer, but not welcome in the new group.

One morning, before assembly, A was teased for ha‑ing greasy hair. 
Iy protest that it was wet from an earlyFmorning swimming session was 
drowned out by laughter.

”ut through it all, swimming remained. That year, 970L, aged ele‑en, 
A too- on a threeFmile swim from the town of Ct Pelier to the harbour at 
Ct kubin. kll A wore was a costume, swimming cap and goggles. :etsuits 
were against the rules, and there was nothing between me and the sea.

Peading past EliBabeth zastle, a conger eel slid ’‑e metres below 
me, threading between the roc-s. At didnJt feel threatening, Sust another 
strangeness on a strange day. 

Ium escorted me in a small dinghy, her dar- brown hair tied bac- 
against the wind. Per usual warm smile had gone, her eyes ’jed on 
the route. Citting alone at the tiller of the twoFstro-e outboard, miles 
from shore, too- her far beyond her comfort Bone. Che did it because A 
needed her. That was her way of showing lo‑e6 practical help and steady 
encouragement.

The swim too- an hour and a Nuarter, a small steppingFstone that felt 
big at the time.

The local  newspaper ran a headline6 qong Distance Cwimming 
Popes. The story described me as a promising long distance swimmer.

kt school A was a Nuiet child, happier reading in the playground than 
Soining in with football. Traditional sports werenJt for me. klready R foot 
L at the age of ele‑en, A felt big and aw-ward, but time in the water made 
me proud. At ga‑e me an identity6 2raeme, the swimmer.
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”uoyed by that, a month later A too- on something bigger6 se‑en miles 
along the coast from Ct Pelier to 2orey, helped by the tide.

”efore the start A wal-ed along the harbour wall and saw a dead shar- 
strung up by its tail. Two ’shermen glanced at me in my costume, then 
at the shar-.

3A wouldnJt fancy swimming with that,8 one said to his mate.
Then they loo-ed at me properly6 tall for my years, broadFshouldered, 

but still a child, with a smooth face halfFhidden by a blond fringe. 3DonJt 
worry,8 he said. 3At was caught far oMshore.8

The swim too- me three and a half hours. Iy body could ta-e on 
these challenges, but A was still young. kt that age itJs hard to -now what 
is normal and what is ejtraordinary.

:hate‑er A was as-ed to do, A did.

Coniston Water

The nejt test was a long way from salt water.
The 4qDCz was still new, -een to learn from others. The ”ritish qong 

Distance Cwimming kssociation, the ”qDCk, ran a summer circuit of 
e‑ents around the éG and the zlub started to ta-e part.

An the summer of 9700, aged twel‑e, A tra‑elled with them to England 
for my ’rst swimming trip away.

Debbie ”an-s, my training partner, came too. Che was the same age as 
me. :e spent a lot of time together, but A went to an all5boysJ school and 
hadnJt learned how to tal- to girls. Debbie was no ejception. :e ne‑er 
clic-ed. 4ust two -ids doing the same things, teammates. kt that age, A 
didnJt -now how to be her friend.

Our  ’rst  swim  was  the  ”qDCk  qa-e  ”ala  zhampionships,  a 
threeFmile race in 9RFdegree water. Three swimmers didnJt ’nish, but 
after my longer, colder sea swims, ”ala felt comfortable.
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Three days later, in Ceptember 9700, Debbie and A too- on the 
’‑eFandFaFhalfFmile length of zoniston :ater as a training swim.

:e set oM from the old steamer Setty at Pigh Vibthwaite under a grey, 
misty s-y. Kain fell and a strong south5westerly dro‑e up the la-e. The 
water was choppy and the ‑isibility poor.

qa-es were diMerent, and A preferred the salty ocean to this brown, 
mur-y, Wat5tasting freshwater.

1or the ’rst stretch we were side by side, stro-e for stro-e. kfter 
halfway Debbie edged ahead. :e hugged the eastern shore to hide from 
the wind.

kfter two hours x0 minutes Debbie ’nished, and A followed eight 
minutes later.

At was windy, cold and rainy, but we still managed the full length of 
zoniston :ater.

éseless at most sports, swimming let me succeed at something and 
that con’dence has stayed with me e‑er since. The achie‑ement behind 
me, A was ready for the nejt step.

Ecrehous

An 4uly 970?, when A was thirteen, the zlub organised a crossing to the 
Ecrehous, a group of small islands se‑en miles from 4ersey, halfway to 
1rance. kt that time only three people had swum to them.

The swimmers were me, Debbie, teammate 4ane, and a ‑isitor, Da‑id 
Iorgan. Pe had crossed the zhannel the year before at the age of thirF
teen, the youngest person to do so at the time.

:e started from Ct zatherineJs on 4erseyJs east coast. :ading in at 
the bac- of the group, A -ept ’ddling with my cap and goggles. The sea 
wrapped around me, comfortably cool, a soothing embrace.
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1rom the slipway to the end of the brea-water was only half a mile, but 
the granite stayed beside me, a relentless presence. ”y the time A reached 
clear water A thought6 that too- fore‑erG how am A going to ma-e it the 
whole wayH

knjious not to be left behind, A hurried to -eep up. Peading away 
from 4ersey into open water for the ’rst time, A felt small in the big sea.

The wa‑es built once we were past the wall and A sensed depth beneath 
me. The island fell away, shrin-ing to a thin green line. The ’nish was 
too far away to see, and A had no idea where A was or where A was going.

To steady my ner‑es A edged closer to the dinghy. Ium sat at the 
outboard engine, her eyes ne‑er lea‑ing me.

kfter four hours we ’nished within ten minutes of each other, stumF
bling ashore on the roc-y reef.

Iy body felt drained but A smiled at the thought that A -ept up with 
Da‑id, already a zhannel swimmer, and 4ane, who would cross it that 
summer.

The adults on the support boat called out congratulations as we 
climbed aboard. Their ejpectations were high, and A was ready for whatF
e‑er they as-ed. Iaybe one day, the zhannel.

Lake Windermere

kt the end of kugust 970?, still aged thirteen, A faced a big step in my 
English zhannel Sourney. The nejt challenge was qa-e :indermere, ten 
and a half miles. This was nearly twice as far as zoniston, but A -new 
nothing about it, only a name and a distance.

Tra‑el to England from 4ersey was ejpensi‑e, so we combined the 
swim with our familyJs summer holiday. 1lights cost too much, so we 
too- the boat. kfter an eightFhour crossing to :eymouth, my mother 
dro‑e her rusty 1iat 9H? up to the qa-e District. The roof rac- was 
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crowded with luggage. The music from the ’lm 2rease was our soundF
trac-, looping on the carJs cassette player. 

To sa‑e money, we camped and coo-ed meals on a portable gas sto‑e. 
k trip to the cinema was a rare treat, and A worried about the money 
being spent on my swimming. zould Ium aMord itH

The ”an-s family pitched in the nejt row because Debbie was swimF
ming with me.

Ium and Girsty shared one pod of the tentG the other was mine. k 
sleeping bag on a thin foam mat o‑er hard, une‑en grass made me ’dget 
all night. 

3:a-e up, sunshine,8 Ium said as she passed me a bowl of Keady 
”re-. A sat up in my sleeping bag and started to eat the hot porridge 
co‑ered in golden syrup.

At was before dawn, and the campsite was silent and still. The start of 
the swim was early to get the calmest conditions and a‑oid the ferries, 
waterFs-iers and pleasure craft.

:e dro‑e down through the narrow lanes. k cat ran out from the 
gloom and Ium threw her left arm across my chest, a motherJs reWej 
in the days before seatbelts.

The start was at :aterhead Setty in kmbleside, at the north of the 
la-e. The others were waiting for us with two small wooden rowing boats 
hired for the day. Ir qa-eman was in charge of my escort, and his wife 
was in charge of the other. DebbieJs older brother would go with her 
and DebbieJs father would row for me, sitting on a hard wooden seat. 
Iy mother had to loo- after Girsty, so would follow from the shore.

A should ha‑e than-ed Ir ”an-s for gi‑ing up his day to help me rather 
than being with his daughter, but A was too intimidated to tal- to him.
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A stood in my costume, and Ium smeared pale white channel grease 
under my arms, across my shoulders and the bac- of my nec-, applying 
it thic-ly to shield against the cold.

:e started at L.Uv a.m. under a hea‑y s-y. The water was 9L degrees 
and tasted sweeter than the sea. There was no end in sight, only a mass 
of green trees and a small castle a mile away where the la-e bent out of 
‑iew.

ks A set oM, A felt strong and sang 32reased qightning8 underwater. 
:e made good progress across the ’rst big stretch, -nown as the Deeps. 
There was no bottom in sight.

:e followed the eastern side. Dotted on the shore were a few large 
houses with lawns leading to pri‑ate Setties. They reminded me of a 
comic boo- about a school for teenage spies who swam a mile e‑ery 
morning as part of their training. One mile would be easy, A thought.

kfter an hour we cut across the la-e to the headland at Ked Vab 
and hugged the western edge. Trees stretched out o‑er the water, their 
branches dipping low. The la-e shallowed and A could see thin weeds 
growing from the bottom, reaching up towards me.

The weather worsened and raindrops stung as they peppered my 
shoulders. :ith each breath, my face cleared the la-e and met the raw 
air.

”ubbles rose from my left hand as A pulled it beneath me. k wee- 
earlier Girsty had swum half a mile in ”ala qa-e but got out saying she 
was afraid of the white monster she -ept glimpsing below her. Che was 
only ele‑en, but A had laughed. A wished A had been more sympathetic.

kfter four miles we neared the island of ”elle Asle and stopped for our 
’rst brea-. The water was shallow enough to stand, chest deep, my feet 
sNuelching in the soft mud.
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The rubber rims of the goggles pressed into my face. A sho‑ed them up 
for a clearer ‑iew and tugged my latej cap bac- into place.

3:ell done,8 said Ir qa-eman, pulling a dented green Thermos from 
his bag. Pe unscrewed the stopper and poured coMee, sweetened with 
e‑aporated mil-, into an enamel cup, passing it to me o‑er the side. 
Cteam curled in the morning air. Iy hands were stiM with the cold, but A 
grabbed the drin- and gulped it, grateful for the heat spreading into my 
stomach. 

3Do you want anything elseH8 he said. Iy mouth was too froBen for 
words, so A nodded and he handed me half a Iars ”ar. Two bites and it 
was gone, the sugar cutting through the Wat la-e taste.

 3qucoBade nejt timeH8 he said, wa‑ing the bright golden orange 
bottle.

3Vo, more coMee, please.8 A was already longing for its warmth.

:e continued down the western side of ”elle Asle, threading our way 
past the moored yachts. kfter ”owness we mo‑ed bac- to the eastern side 
for the last stretch. 

The rain fell steadily and Ir ”an-s pulled gently at the oars, matching 
my slow speed. k car ferry crossed the la-e, stopping me for a few minF
utes. ks A Woated, A loo-ed at the boat. Ir qa-emanJs face was stern as 
the water dripped down his raincoat. Perhaps he was unhappy with me, A 
thought.

Three wee-s earlier A had Nuit on a ’‑eFmile sea swim because A was too 
cold. Vo one said anything, but A was sure A could see disappointment on 
my motherJs face. A couldnJt do that again.

A donJt remember the last two hours. A wasnJt thereG my arms -ept 
turning by instinct.
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Debbie ’nished ’rst and A came in a moment later at sij hours ten 
minutes. A wal-ed up the landing stage at qa-eside, staggering into my 
motherJs arms.

Citting in a nearby cafI, A shi‑ered, my mood as blac- as the la-e. Ium 
set down a mug of tea. 3Drin- this. At will warm you up.8

ks A stirred in sugar, my hands shoo- and tipped the cup o‑er. Tea 
spilt onto the table as A blin-ed bac- tears and loo-ed away while Ium 
cleaned up my mess.

2lancing across, A saw Debbie chatting happily with her parents and 
thought bac- to racing her in the threeFmile zlub zhampionships. Vear 
the end, after an hour in the sea, we stayed e‑en, muscles straining, lungs 
hea‑ing, and ’nished together. “hysically we were eNuals, well matched. 
Emotionally, she was the more mature and could handle the long swims 
in a way that A couldnJt.

Che caught me loo-ing at her and stared bac-. qowering my head to 
the table, A hid my damp eyes in folded arms and fell asleep.

Cwimming as a child ga‑e me s-ills and con’dence on land as well as 
in the water. ”ut AJm struc- by how young A was when A too- on those 
early challenges and how young others were too.

Da‑id IorganJs record as the youngest zhannel swimmer did not 
last. The age -ept falling until, in 97??, Tom 2regory crossed at Sust 
ele‑en. E‑entually the rules were changed, and solo zhannel swimmers 
now ha‑e to be at least sijteen. kttitudes ha‑e changed, in the sport and 
in society. 

kt the time it seemed normal. Vow A can see how demanding and 
isolating it was. zoaches, pilots, and a support team surrounded me, but 
they were adults. A was a child and felt alone. kt that age, hours in the 
water are a long time to be left with nothing but your thoughts.
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At was too much for me at thirteen. The sea at home was a Soy, but 
:indermere was dead and dar-, and it made me Nuestion why A was 
doing this.

At wasnJt fun.

kn answer came when Girsty Soined a new club focused on pool 
racing, not sea distance. “aul du 1eu was in charge. Pe was born in 4ersey 
but had coached in the éG and brought modern ideas bac- to our small 
island. knother “E teacher, he had a rugged build, a dar- beard and 
thic-, curly hair. Pe had set up a hard5wor-ing sNuad of the islandJs best 
swimmers.

At loo-ed more fun than the cold, lonely sea, so one day A wor-ed up 
my courage.

3Ium, A thin- A want to stop long distance.8
Che loo-ed at me, concerned. 3Of course, if thatJs what you want.8
3knd Soin Girsty in the pool,8 A said.
3ThatJs great, good idea,8 she loo-ed relie‑ed that A didnJt want to Nuit 

altogether.
3”ut what about e‑eryone, wonJt A be letting them downH8
Che came closer, putting an arm around my shoulders, recognising the 

child in me e‑en though A was inches taller.
3DonJt worry, theyJll understand.8

The mo‑e was the right choice for the boy A was.
“ool training brought me some of the happiest memories of my 

teenage years. ThereJs a -ind of magic in a well5synchronised lane, a ballet 
in water, each swimmer holding their place, sharing the wor-. The Soy 
came from getting ’tter and trimmer, pushing my heart rate higher. ”est 
of all A had friends beside me.

:hen A ’nally bro-e Lv seconds for 9vv metres the whole sNuad 
celebrated. E‑eryone -new A had been chasing that milestone for months.
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The year after A stopped long5distance, Debbie swam the English 
zhannel. This barely registered with meG A had mo‑ed on.

“erhaps, if A had stayed in open water, A might ha‑e made it across as 
well. ”ut A had left the sea for the pool, and my childhood dream of the 
zhannel was behind me, a chance that, as far as A -new, was gone for 
good.

Graeme, aged twelve
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Thank you

If you enjoyed this extract, you can read the full story in A Life Well 
Swum, as I return to the sea in middle age and discover whether the 
childhood dream is still within reach.

Join my mailing list for publication updates, swimming stories and 
news of when the book is available:

www.alifewellswum.com
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