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President Obama: ‘What is it that led to such a deep fascination with how the natural world worked?’

Sir David Attenborough: ‘Well I’ve never met a child …’

President Obama: ‘Who wasn’t fascinated?’

Sir David Attenborough: ‘Who was not interested in natural history. So, the – I mean just the simplest thing, a five-year-old turning over a stone and seeing a slug, you know, and says, “What a treasure – how does it live and what are those things on the front?” Kids love it. Kids understand the natural world … so the question is how did you lose it? How did anyone lose interest in nature?’

Transcript from David Attenborough Meets President Obama (Atlantic Productions)


Preface

An author at heart, little brother Jack has tried his hand at all kinds of content writing. He was editor-in-chief of a digital watch magazine, a movie critic, a travel writer and a content executive for several animal and educational charities. He now writes mostly about wild swimming and has written for various adventure-centric publications, including Another Escape, the Outdoor Swimming Society and Red Bull UK, where he worked as the guest Adventure Editor.

Middle brother Calum spent five years in the London tech start-up scene, until he became business development manager at the ticketing and event management company, Eventbrite. He is also a veteran of endurance triathlons and open-water races, having competed in the UK Iron Man, Double Ironman, Nettle Warrior and Celt Man triathlons. Driven from his urban confinement, Calum first proposed a wild swimming expedition to his brothers as a way of getting back in touch with the natural world.

Big brother Robbie is an artist who’s exhibited his work around the world from Istanbul to Toronto. After securing a bursary from VARC (Visual Arts in Rural Communities), he launched a solo gallery exhibition displaying sixty large-scale abstract paintings at the Kendal Art Centre, inspired by his seven-and-a-half-mile swim across the length of Lake Ullswater. He now works as editor-in-chief at BOXROX, a leading digital magazine for competitive fitness.

This book has been written by Jack Hudson, including contributions from Calum Hudson and contributions and illustrations from Robbie Hudson.


It was late that night and Calum was sitting at the kitchen table in his sparsely decorated London flat. Above his head the wall was covered by a torn map dotted with notes written in pink marker. He leant his elbow against the table, tousled his hair with a clenched hand and rested his phone against his cheek. His careworn face began to sag as Mum’s voice came quietly and slowly through the earpiece.

‘I am the only mum in the world who has watched all three of her beloved boys swim across a whirlpool,’ Mum was saying. ‘I didn’t say anything – I was smiling and shouting words of encouragement.’

Calum conceded that this was true. It was very likely that Mum was the only parent in history who’d ever watched her three children swimming across a maelstrom at the same time. She was no stranger to the anxieties of raising three boys, but this was different – this time she was serious.

‘Heck lad, last night I made the mistake of googling Saltstraumen before I tried to go to sleep. Nope, did-nae fall into a comfy, snore-y, relaxing snooze. Can’t think why?’

‘It’ll be okay, Mum, I’m being extremely thorough,’ Calum insisted. ‘I’m working through all the details and dangers, going back and forth with the most experienced ship captain in the region.’

‘Did you see the YouTube video of a kayaker talking about crossing it?’ Mum asked, ignoring him. ‘He said there was no defined start or finish. He said it was very wide. There’s lots of whirlpools, chuck, not just one or two. Any swim would have to be at Olympic twenty-five-metre record speed. If not, the slack tide disappears.’

There was a moment’s pause before Mum went on: ‘I’m just asking you to please consider this one as a no-go. Think of the tidal drift and length of time needed to make the crossing. There is too much potential for actually losing at least one of my lads. It’s too far to make the distance during slack tide.’

‘Would you like to come with us?’ Calum asked.

‘I couldn’t go with you. I’d die of nervous shak-ery. I want to keep all my darling boys until I’m old and decrepit. Adventure should be difficult, unique, sometimes dangerous and exciting – but this one is too dangerous … Cally, I am saying all this because you are too precious for me to keep quiet.’

‘I know, Mum.’

‘Okay, chuck, ’nuff said … for the time being.’

There had only been a handful of times in our lives when our mum had asked us not to do something. Usually, she was pushing us outdoors and supporting our mischief. And yet this was one step too far – she just couldn’t get on-board with the idea of us all risking our lives. That being said, after a month or so of quiet fretting, she finally let us know that we were permitted to attempt our world-first swims across the two largest and most powerful maelstroms in the world: the Saltstraumen and the Moskstraumen, in Norway. The only problem being that, by this time, Calum had been stopped in his tracks and was starting to question his plan. It had come to our attention that Mum had been having recurring nightmares, which involved the three of us being sucked into the vortex of a whirlpool. Suddenly the expedition seemed to be laced with peril. Perhaps it was a stupid idea. After all, as far as we knew, no one had ever attempted these swims before – there had to be a reason, right? Were we putting our mum through stress for the sake of our own selfish goals? Or, even worse, our egos?

When the person you love more than anything in the world starts to fear for your life, there has to be something wrong with the path you’ve taken. Meanwhile, Calum was also getting flak in several interviews with the Norwegian press. One conversation with a journalist at Dagsavisen (an online publication we were introduced to by Nina Jensen of WWF Norge) ended on a rather sour note. Calum thought they wanted to discuss our motivation, namely the plans to drill for oil in the Lofoten Islands, although the journalist had other ideas in mind. It soon transpired that he thought we were going to die. Supposedly, he’d spoken to local scuba divers who described the Saltstraumen’s currents as being too powerful. They said that any swimmer who entered those raging waters would be wrenched down to the bottom of the ocean, whereupon their lungs would fill with water and the leaden pressure would wrap around them until they drowned. Needless to say, when the article surfaced it was less than encouraging and the headline, which we Google-translated, seemed to foreshadow a catastrophe.

It read: Do Not Kill Ourselves.

In the end Calum decided, after wrestling with the idea for some time, that he could stomach the responsibility of endangering me and Robbie. In other words, he was happy to get rid of us both, which supports a suspicion I’ve been nurturing since childhood. He also said that Mum was one of the wildest and strongest people he knew, and that her mum, our Grandma Wild, would be proud of us if we went through with the swims. He was certainly right about our grandma: she had always been our staunchest supporter and a very fierce ally indeed. Mum once told us that Grandma had moved up to the Highlands after her husband, our grandpa, was killed in a traffic collision. She stayed there for the rest of her life, during which time she became something of a local legend along the loch-side. They called her the Wild Lady of Loch Broom. She was a former belt-wielding English teacher turned Wildling, often sighted charging up and down the hills, wielding a machete as she hacked her way through the tangled bracken. Her strength and fortitude ran in all of us.

Secretly, I suspected that Mum had never intended to stop us from attempting the Norway swims. Led by example, she had, perhaps unconsciously, permitted us to disregard the rules, while forgetting to genuflect to figures of authority because they, being human, can also sometimes be wrong. Ironically, the lessons we’d learnt from Mum encouraged Calum to defy her early pleas. Her middle son was showing the same wild ability to be stubborn and put stock in his own ridiculousness. Then again, while the burden of responsibility still rested heavily on his shoulders, Calum was sure that we would all be strong enough to make the crossings.

‘As long as we’re together,’ Calum said to Robbie and me, ‘we’ll make it across and Mum won’t have anything to worry about.’
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