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Ancient Roman provincial coin showing Leander swimming the Hellespont
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Diving In

THE SEA surrounds me, a warm expanse of regal blue with gentle waves that barely stipple the surface. The calm is deceptive. I am trying to cut through a relentless cross-current with firm strokes of my own. Right arm, left arm, roll, breathe. The water lifts me; the land, another continent, seems distant. Relax, I tell myself. You’ll make it.

This is the Hellespont, known today as the Dardanelles, the storied channel separating Europe from Asia in western Turkey. Geographically, I am moving from one continent to the other, a passage more sensibly traveled by boat or plane. Historically, I am swimming at the threshold of what was once the known world. Ahead of me, on the eastern shore, lie the ruins of Troy, site of the decade-long war recounted in Homer’s Iliad that first confirmed the horrors of battle, an epic fought 3,200 years ago. Behind me rest the memorials to the men of both sides who died in the brutal Gallipoli campaign of World War I—the Swimmers’ War, it’s been called, for the innocents who bathed daily in the seas that soon ran red with their blood. These empty battlefields bracket centuries of conflicts over control of the waters that now buoy my body. Hittites, Mycenaeans, Greeks, Persians, Romans, Ottomans, Genoese, Venetians, Byzantines, Turks: all have ruled here. Achilles and Hector fought to the death for this fluid corridor; the Persian king Xerxes crossed it from Asia on a bridge of ships to invade the Greek settlements (after petulantly lashing the sea with whips when a storm destroyed his first attempt); Alexander the Great reversed direction to take them back. Jason sailed the Argo from here in search of the golden fleece; the fleece itself had swathed the flying ram on which Princess Helle escaped from her wicked stepmother. When Helle fell into this sea, it took her name: Sea of Helle, or Hellespont. History was transformed and empires crumbled in the wake of these mythic waters. The Hellespont has always been the route to something bigger—another conquest, another country, a new continent, a new adventure. And the legendary tale of tender new love.
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Leander swims to Hero, waiting in her tower.

One summer evening, so long ago that the date has been lost, an energetic young fellow named Leander met a beautiful maiden named Hero and fell in love—“at first sight,” as the poet Christopher Marlowe later wrote, thus delivering a lasting definition of romance. She was a priestess of Aphrodite, a virgin destined to remain chaste in her tower at Sestos, on the Greek shore; he was a townie from Abydos, on the Asian side. No way, said the elders; these waters exist to keep you apart. Which is not the sort of thing young lovers like to hear. So every evening, our hero, Leander, leapt into the water and swam across for a night of secret romance with his hero, Hero. She hung a lantern to light his way; he arrived gasping and briny, rank with the smell of fish. A few drops of rose oil, and they fell into bed together. At dawn Leander slipped back into the Hellespont to swim home, undetected. One night, the fury of approaching winter roiled the winds into a storm, dousing Hero’s lamp. The sea spun, the waves roared, and Leander, unable to find his way, drowned. When his body washed ashore the next morning, Hero, overwhelmed with grief, jumped from her tower to join him in the afterlife. A double tragedy for this aquatic Romeo and Juliet. But their loss of life was folklore’s gain: the doomed lovers became the costars of the most famous swimming myth in Western lore.
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Leander drowns, in time-lapse artistry, as Hero falls to join him.

The poet George Gordon, better known as Lord Byron, himself a master swimmer with a fascination for all things classically Greek, was intrigued. Could it have happened? Was it possible to swim across these rough waters? On a Mediterranean journey in 1810, he decided to find out. Enlisting an officer from the frigate to join him, Byron made the crossing on his second try, establishing the Hellespont as a romantic challenge and becoming the poster child for overachieving swimmers around the globe. His companion, Lieutenant William Ekenhead, beat him across by five minutes but disappeared from the record books after he drowned during a drunken celebration of his promotion to captain some time later. Byron, on the other hand, boasted endlessly about his accomplishment and put the Hellespont at the top of the list of waterways he’d swum: London’s Thames, Venice’s Grand Canal, Switzerland’s Lake Geneva. “I plume myself on this achievement,” he wrote to a friend, “more than I could possibly do on any kind of glory, political, poetical, or rhetorical.”

So what am I doing here on an August afternoon, 150 miles southwest of Istanbul, 5,000 miles from New York, my home? The Hellespont is a critical passageway, the final conduit of the unbroken flow from the Black Sea, south through the Bosporus and the Sea of Marmara on its way to the Aegean.

Nearly fifty thousand tankers and cargo ships funnel through here each year, one of the world’s busiest and swiftest freight lanes. Mind the currents, I’ve been told, or I could get swept out toward Greece. Mind the critters, I’ve been warned: stinging jellyfish and other natural enemies also swim here. But its lure is magnetic. I, too, am captivated by the classical world and have dusted off my college Greek to read up on the history; I, too, love to swim and am drawn by the passion of my predecessors. And at a stage of my life when I have more time to explore and mightier muscles to rely on, I, too, like a challenge and want to test my body and mind in these iconic waters. After years of tracing familiar routes at my own pace, what would it would be like to dip my toe into an alien ocean, to tackle a distance far beyond my longest laps? Will I find what blind Homer, writing some four hundred years after the Trojan War, called the “riptide straits” of the Hellespont or what Shakespeare (who never saw it either) dismissed as its “easy current”? Can I transfer years of paddling in perfect pools and lovely lakes and East Coast seashores to this wild strait dividing Europe and Asia? Can I, too, swim the Hellespont?
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Swimming is my salvation. Ask me in the middle of winter, or at the end of a grueling day, or after a long stretch at the computer, where I’d most like to be, and the answer is always the same: in the water, gliding weightless, slicing a silent trail through whatever patch of blue I can find. Tell me, as the medical world does from time to time, to think of something pleasant and count backwards, and I’m back in the drink, enveloped by an ocean, a lake, or a turquoise box, carving long and languorous laps that lull me into serenity.

At one level, it’s purely sensual: the silky feeling of liquid on skin; the chance to float free, as close to flying as I’ll ever get; the opportunity to reach, if not for the stars, at least for the starfish. Swimming stretches my body beyond its earthly limits, helping to soothe every ache and caress every muscle. But it’s also an inward journey, a time of quiet contemplation, when, encased in an element at once hostile and familiar, I find myself at peace, able—and eager—to flex my mind, imagine new possibilities, to work things out without the startling interruptions of human voice or modern life. The silence is stunning.

Have I mentioned that I’m a Pisces?

Over the years, I’ve managed to satisfy my cravings in an eclectic collection of international water holes. I’ve swum in an outdoor heated pool during a snowfall in Utah and from a black volcanic beach in Greece, in a stream-fed pond in the mountains of northern Kenya and in the cool aquamarine of a pool in the Australian desert. I’ve shared the sea with flabby Soviet matrons in the Crimea and alternated lanes with perfectly molded starlets in Beverly Hills. At a beach resort on Koh Samui, in the Gulf of Thailand, I had my choice of an infinity-edge pool with freshwater, a freeform version with salt water, and the gorgeous gulf itself. I have never had a bad swim. But I choose carefully. Once, planning a trip to Mongolia, I contemplated a dip in the cerulean depths of Lake Khuvsgul, a pristine alpine wonder about the size of New York’s Long Island that is visible from the space station. It is the second largest lake in Asia (after Russia’s Lake Baikal), supplying 2 percent of the world’s freshwater, and I saw a perfect addition to my repertoire. What I hadn’t planned on was the ice, still keeping the waters frigid in June. I kayaked instead.

Swimming is, in short, an obsession, benign but obstinate. “How do you get through the day if you can’t throw yourself into water?” asks a character in playwright Richard Greenberg’s The American Plan. And swimmer after swimmer tells me that she or he just doesn’t sleep as well without a swim. That it restores their sanity—from the world, from their kids, from themselves. That it’s not something they can skip. “I’m sure I’d be an alcoholic if I didn’t have the swimming pool,” says Esther Dyson, the high-tech guru and venture capitalist who has been swimming laps daily since she was eighteen. “It’s my reset button.” Over brunch, after that morning’s swim, she tells me she used to write notes for her groundbreaking newsletter in between laps, keeping the paper dry on the bench. She still stays only at hotels with pools, posting an image of each on the web. Others turn up in her dreams. “Sometimes it’s a moat, and I just keep swimming,” she says. “Sometimes the pool is empty, just pavement. That’s anxiety.”

The lane line keeps us centered in more ways than one. The rhythm of our strokes brings order to our senses.
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From a purely aesthetic view, swimming works magic. Henry James once said that the two most beautiful words in the English language are “summer afternoon.” Add the word “swimming,” and the day blooms even more grandly, especially if the fluid is as lucid as poet Anne Sexton described it:

Water so clear you could

read a book through it.

The British writer Charles Sprawson, whose elegant meditation Haunts of the Black Masseur has become a cult classic among the water-obsessed, defines the historical swimmer as “someone rather remote and divorced from everyday life, devoted to a mode of exercise where most of the body remains submerged and self-absorbed.” Swimming, he writes, “appealed to the introverted and the eccentric, individualists involved in a mental world of their own.” When I telephone him at his home in London to express my admiration, Sprawson confirms that he’s describing himself. “Group swimming is not for me,” he says. “I like swimming in odd places with legendary backgrounds.” Like the Hellespont, which he’s crossed twice. “It will be jolly nice,” he encourages me before I go. “It will give you time to think.”
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Swimming forces you to focus and sets the mood to meditate; it allows you to dream big dreams. Silent film star and swimming champion Annette Kellerman, whose invention of the one-piece bathing suit in the early 1900s made women as agile as their male mates in the sea, wrote, “Swimming cultivates imagination; the man with the most is he who can swim his solitary course night or day and forget a black earth full of people that push.” Or as Henry David Thoreau put it, we should each explore our “private sea, the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean of one’s being alone.”

Even the suggestion of swimming can be stirring. Watch a swimmer pass a building with a pool: the whiff of chlorine produces a wistful smile. Sit with swimmers when a TV commercial shows someone in the water: they actually stop and watch. “It’s something where you can exert yourself and feel incredible afterwards,” explains a former coach. “If you go out for a really hard run and give yourself the same exertion, you can’t eat; you feel so miserable, all you want to do is cool off and drink. If you have a great swim workout, you want to go have a feast. Look at people’s faces when they leave the athletic club: the ones who walk out looking like they feel great are the ones who just swam.”

Swimmers are special, a swim mom tells me—so focused on their sport, so disciplined about their workouts, they have to do well in school. A former competitor says he used to resent it when he was introduced as “the swimmer” because it made him feel like an outsider. Now he’s proud of it “because it takes a lot of commitment. And because I know that I can survive.”

Swimming is brimming with idioms about our struggle for survival, about striving and thriving in an occasionally hostile world. Striking out as an iconoclast? You’re swimming against the tide. Getting nowhere? You’re treading water. Wrong about something? You’re all wet. (That one’s insidious; for many of us, wet can be wonderful.) How many times have you talked about “sticking a toe in” or “diving off the deep end” or finding yourself “in over your head”? And it’s not just subprime mortgages that are “under water.” We blithely refer to a change in circumstance as the “tide turning.”

The real thing can stop you in your tracks, as one English Channel contender recently learned. Three hundred yards from the shore, after stroking his way through eighteen hours of turbulent waters, he was caught in a turning tide, a surge so powerful he couldn’t chop through to the finish line. “It’s mental torture,” his coach, Fiona Southwell, tells me. “You have to dig deep.” Southwell, a cheery blonde Brit who completed her own Channel crossing at age fifty-one to compensate for empty-nest syndrome when her children went off to college, gives me the secret to her nineteen-hour, twenty-two-minute achievement: “I tied an imaginary rope to the shore in Dover, where I began. The other end was tied to the beach in France, where my eighty-three-year-old parents would be waiting to meet me. Every stroke I took, I imagined pulling myself closer to them, and when I hit a wall my son reminded me not to let go until I stood on French soil. It worked! They were just pulling me in.”

Life lessons from swimming permeate the foundations of our society, with references in everything from the Bible to rock music. In a fourteenth-century illuminated manuscript accompanying Psalm 69, King David—naked, a crown atop his curls—swims through an ocean of blue waves (“the deep waters” of despair), praying for salvation. The Talmud says that a Jewish father must do several things for his son: circumcise him, teach him Torah, find him a wife, teach him a trade. And teach him how to swim. According to Rabbi Anne Ebersman, director of Jewish programming at New York’s Abraham Joshua Heschel School, that can be interpreted two ways: First, to prevent drowning in a world where trade depended on sea travel. “Ships were dangerous,” she explains to me. “And probably there were stories about drowning. But swimming can also be seen more metaphorically,” she goes on, “how to take care of yourself, knowing that you can master something by yourself. So it’s a basic skill to get through life and also a metaphor to get through life.” The same point is made by an advisor to Mohammed and one of the major voices of Islam, Umar Ibn al-Khattab. “Teach your children swimming, archery and horse-riding,” he says, a directive often interpreted as serving the soul as well as the body.

More contemporary moral guidance comes from the bighearted blue fish named Dory in the movie Finding Nemo. When Marlin, the clownfish, gets the grumps, Dory grabs his fin, wriggles onward, and sings, “When life gets you down, do you wanna know what you’ve gotta do? Just keep swimming, swimming, swimming.”

Andrew Grove, the genius behind Intel, called his memoir about escaping from war-ravaged Hungary Swimming Across. In it, he talks about his childhood—when he was known as Grof—and he relates the story of his favorite high school teacher, Mr. Volenski, addressing assorted parents at a school meeting. “Life is like a big lake,” he tells them. “All the boys get in the water at one end and start swimming. Not all of them will swim across. But one of them, I’m sure, will. That one is Grof.” Grove recalls that his parents “told so many people about [the story] that over time, my swimming across the lake of life became a family cliché. [But] I continued to get some encouragement from each telling. I hoped Mr. Volenski was right.” He was. Grove got out. And up. He ends his memoir this way: “I am still swimming.”

Me too. Which is what this book is about.

It’s a celebration of swimming and the effect it has on our lives. It’s an inquiry into why we swim—the lure, the hold, the timeless enchantment of being in the water. It’s a look at how swimming has changed over the years and how this ancient activity is becoming more social than solitary today. It’s about our relationship with the water, with our fishy forebears, and with (suck in your stomachs, class) the costumes that we wear. You’ll even find a few songs to make the laps go by more quickly.

It’s also about my progress in the Hellespont. Byron was twenty-two when he crossed it—in an hour and ten minutes. I assume that Leander’s nocturnal outings took half as long, perhaps before he was sixteen. I vaguely remember both those birthdays and am hoping to finish before my next one removes me from my sixties. I’ve chosen this body of water carefully: wide enough to challenge me, reasonable enough to think I might make it. Might. I’ve airily assured friends that if I stop partway, it won’t matter—just trying is enough. It’s a bluff. I’m not used to failing. Never mind that I’ve swum no further than half a mile or so at a time for decades and that some of my strokes are unreconstructed leftovers from summer camp. I’ve trained hard for eight months, in pools and bays and oceans, plumbing my own untapped limits while chasing this more tangible goal.

Breaking the surface of anything is both thrilling and frightening—a body of water all the more so, as the ripples set off by our fingertips merely hint at the mystery of what lies below. And then it’s as if you were never there. Water mends itself, sealing over the slightest intrusion so someone else—or you—can try again. There’s an image that intrigues me: A young man painted on a tomb in ancient Paestum, in Italy, soaring headfirst into the water. Or wherever his final destination might be. You can’t see his target, but his ease and elation are enviable. He trusts what he’ll find, even though he can’t be sure what it is. That’s where I’m headed, too. If you’re a swimmer, you know the feeling. If you’re not, I hope you’ll take a look, take some lessons, and dive in yourself. Swimming is magical. It can also save your life.
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Diver’s tomb, Paestum


The Skinny on Dipping

•An estimated 51.9 million Americans swim at least six times each year—one in six of us—making it the third most popular sports activity after walking and working out. A much smaller but far more dedicated group, 6.3 million, swim at least once a week for fitness or competition. That’s a lot fewer than regular runners and bikers, perhaps because swimming requires five to ten times as much energy as crossing the same distance on land. Or maybe it’s about getting your hair wet.

•We splash about in nearly 10.4 million residential pools and another 309,000 public pools across the country.

•Of the four strokes most commonly used today—butterfly, back, breast, free—the fastest is free. It used to be called “crawl,” a term an upcoming generation will likely stop using altogether, but not me. The two words are used interchangeably here.

•Except for the breaststroke, arms are more important than legs in swimming, providing up to 80 percent of power.

•The swimming pool at your local rec center is likely twenty-five yards long, which is called the standard Olympic short course. Internationally, yards become meters, which are slightly longer. The pool you see at the Olympics is fifty meters, which is called the long course. Most pools in American backyards are forty feet.
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Percey, Many Swimmers

How to measure your own laps? In a twenty-five-yard pool, 71 lengths equal one mile. In a forty-foot pool, 132 lengths equal one mile.

The racing community measures it differently. To them, 66 lengths of a twenty-five-yard pool make a mile. Don’t ask; it’s a gift.

•Pools used to be called tanks, whether they were actual tanks full of water or just holes in the ground. What you wore in a tank was a tank suit. Brenda Patimkin wore a black one in Philip Roth’s Goodbye, Columbus. Decades later, changing its name to “maillot” has not lessened the angst over fitting into one.

•Saltwater is more buoyant than fresh, cold water more than warm. Both will keep you afloat.

•The first person to swim the English Channel was Matthew Webb in 1875. First woman: America’s Gertrude Ederle in 1926. Number of people who have swum the Channel to date: around nine hundred. Most jaw-dropping Channel feat (so far): a triple crossing (that’s across, back, across again). I don’t know why either.

•Weirdest swimming spin-off: underwater hockey.

•Best swim gear ever invented: goggles. Most annoying thing about swim gear: caps don’t keep your hair dry.

Myths about swimming infuse many cultures. The one about Hero and Leander is about as fact-based as the ones about mermaids and mermen. Here are some more:

•A drowning person does not go down three times before succumbing. It could be only once. Or thirty-three.

•Witches do not float better than regular people, despite the devilish punishment devised by ignorant authorities in times past. They called it “swimming the witch”—dunking the accused, who was trussed like a chicken and often weighted down, in a body of water. If she stayed aloft, she was guilty and died; if she sank, she might die anyway.

•Eating before swimming is not recommended, but it will not cause you to drown. You do not have to wait one hour before plunging in. But don’t tell your kids. Better they should digest.

•Contrary to urban legend (and an episode of The Adventures of Pete & Pete on Nickelodeon that revolved around “a chemical agent that reacts with human tinkle” and turns into a green slick), there is no known chemical that turns green, or any other color, when it comes in contact with bodily fluids in the pool. Unfortunately.
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The Swimming of Mary Sutton, 1613
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