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About the Book


On the night of 24 August 1875 Matthew Webb, a 27-year-old British Navy captain, launched himself into the English Channel at Dover. Twenty-one hours and 45 minutes later he became the first man to swim the English Channel. In this acclaimed biography, Kathy Watson shows how Captain Webb was instrumental in bringing the sport of swimming into the modern era. It is also a study of the Victorian drive to push back the boundaries of endurance. In THE CROSSING, Watson uses this great British eccentric’s extraordinary life as a springboard to explore themes of obsession and failure and the emerging force of the media, and swimming’s place in our psyche.




About the Author


Since graduating from Oxford with a degree in English, Kathy Watson has worked as a journalist and became editor of Women’s Realm. She swims three to four times a week and still daydreams about swimming the Channel.




More praise for The Crossing:


‘Easily the most accomplished biography of Webb, and Watson’s analysis and control of the issues make it a book of considerable interest outside the narrow, intense world of marathon swimming’ Times Literary Supplement


‘Fascinating … [the cross-channel] attempts make up two of the great set-piece descriptions in this engagingly written yarn’ Independent


‘A fascinating chronicle’ Time Out
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A boy’s own hero. Webb’s swim appears in the comic, The Hornet.
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Half Man Half Fish


He weaker grows! He falters – fails! One half


mile more for glory!


He lands! that footfall thrills the world! – the


world shall tell the story


A human link to-day unites fair France and


England olden;


Webb’s name on both grand flags emblaz’d in


letters pure and golden


Britannia glories in her son! He greater glory


giveth!


And Matthew Webb’s brave name shall live as


long as England liveth.


________ ‘Captain Webb’ (from The Hornet, 1875)


Shortly after midday on 24 August 1875, a 27-year-old British merchant seaman called Matthew Webb climbed the steps of the Admiralty Pier at Dover, paused for a second and then launched himself into the English Channel. Twenty-one hours and 45 minutes later, this ‘half man half fish’, as a French newspaper promptly dubbed him, walked ashore at Cap Gris Nez in Calais. He was exhausted, delirious and triumphant. Fuelled by a very Victorian diet of coffee, beer, brandy and cod liver oil, he had just swum himself into the history books. He was the first man to swim the English Channel.


I’ve swum regularly nearly all my life and I first learned of Matthew Webb when I read a ‘how to swim better’ book called The Handbook of Swimming. As well as plenty of training hints, it contained a fairly detailed history of the sport of swimming. Webb had been given a section to himself because, in the writers’ opinions: ‘A swimming history wouldn’t be complete without mention of the legendary Webb.’ The Handbook of Swimming also reprinted a comic strip story about Webb from The Hornet, a boys’ magazine. Filled as it was with stories of adventurous men and general derring-do, this comic found Webb the perfect subject matter. ‘First to swim the Channel’ blazed the headline in large black capitals and added: ‘“No one can swim the Channel,” said the experts, but to Captain Webb the impossible only took a little longer.’ I loved the way The Hornet made the swim look so easy. The drawings were terrific. The first box shows the Captain, with muscles like a navvy and a huge, handlebar moustache, looking for all the world as if he is coming home in the early dawn from a gay nightclub. He is wearing a striped bathing costume rather like a baby’s romper suit and striding into the sea. Behind him, a crowd of ladies and gentlemen, protected from the elements by bonnets and top hats and parasols, watch with interest. Then two experts (a bearded professor and a bowler-hatted doctor) offer their opinions. ‘I tell you, Doctor Willoughby, this idea of swimming the Channel is quite absurd,’ says Beard. ‘The human body cannot stand the strain!’ Bowler Hat agrees: ‘Quite, professor! The human frame is not constructed for such a feat!’


Next, we have Webb in the sea, as happy as anything, chatting to his friends in the accompanying boat. ‘This hot soup is putting new life into me,’ he says with a broad grin on his face. He doesn’t even look wet, never mind cold. It’s not all plain swimming, of course; there are a few setbacks along the way, a jellyfish sting and terrible weather and the gallant Captain does admit to feeling tired. But somehow when he finally walks out of the water at Calais, he may have lost his grin but he looks as rocky and stubborn as when he started. A map of his crossing showed that, although the shortest distance between England and France is 21 miles, the tides meant that Webb had actually swum nearly twice that.


I was 27 when I first read his story – the same age as Webb when he swam the Channel – and I was immediately gripped. At first I was simply overwhelmed by the physicality of his swim. The sheer amount of time he’d spent in the water staggered me. I knew from experience how your shoulders start to ache after just two hours of continuous swimming, how your arms become dead weights and your mind nags at you to stop right now and get out, you’ve done enough – and he’d been in the water ten times as long. He must have longed to give up, however brave a face he turned to his friends in the boat. The level of hardship voluntarily undergone by Webb impressed and startled me. This wasn’t just swimming; this was suffering on a grand scale.


And although since then Webb had slipped into the margins of history, in his day his name had been splashed all over the front pages. His swim made him world famous, swimming’s equivalent of Everest’s Edmund Hillary. Webb did for the Channel what Roger Bannister did for the four-minute mile. He was regarded with the same sort of awe as this century felt for the first men in space.


These days, most British schools still offer swimming lessons; mastering swimming is one of the milestones of childhood. If participation not observation is the measure, swimming not football or cricket is really this country’s national sport. Nearly everyone has been made to do it at some point in their lives and can now do it to a greater or lesser degree. How swimming came to assume this important place in our national and personal culture can be traced back to Matthew Webb.


What I didn’t know at the time was that reading that simple little cartoon story would be the beginning of two obsessions – a fascination with Webb and a daydream that one day, perhaps, I too might swim the Channel. From that moment on, if I saw a reference to a Channel swim in the newspapers, I’d cut it out and file it away. I became an armchair expert on the difficulties of long-distance swimming.


Oddly enough, even by the lower standards of his time, Webb was not known as a brilliant swimmer. And by modern standards, his stroke was very slow indeed; I could easily beat him in a race. He swam a good steady breast stroke, but averaged only 20 strokes a minute. These days, it’s rare to find a Channel swimmer using breast stroke. It’s too slow and the extra time spent in the water increases the chance of hypothermia. But Webb did have the perfect build for open-water swimming. At 5 ft 8½ in and weighing 14 stone, with a 43-inch chest, he was stocky and muscular with the necessary good layer of fat to keep out the cold. (For me, there’s something pleasingly subversive about needing to be fat to be good at this sport.) Above all, Webb had the right attitude. The Channel swim is a mental as well as a physical challenge and most swimmers’ determination fails before their bodies do. About 50 people attempt it every year; only one in 10 is successful. The swim uses up every atom of the strength you think you have and then demands more. It is not uncommon for swimmers to crawl weeping from the sea, their minds broken, their bodies wrecked. However strong a swimmer you are, every part of your body hurts – your legs, your groin, but particularly your shoulders. Some swimmers have finished using just one arm, the other too painful even to lift out of the water. If you’re a man and you neglect to shave really closely, after the many thousands of strokes you will make, the stubble on your chin will lacerate the insides of your arms.


And then there’s the cold and the body’s weird responses to a prolonged drop in temperature. Even in the heat of summer, the Channel is rarely more than 63 degrees Fahrenheit; that’s over 30 degrees below normal body temperature. Some swimmers can’t maintain adequate body heat and hypothermia sets in. Their minds begin to wander. They can’t answer when spoken to, or alternatively they become hysterical and irresponsible. As the hypothermia becomes more advanced, they start to dissociate or even hallucinate and can no longer make rational decisions about the danger they’re in. That’s why it’s so important that the boat accompanying them is staffed by an experienced pilot and observers. Left to themselves, the swimmer could literally swim into a coma. I read all this and began to wonder what kind of chance I would have of making it.


As my interest in Channel swimming grew, I started checking for Webb’s name in the index of any books I read about swimming. Later, I began to research him properly, at first just out of personal interest, then with an evangelistic excitement and a belief that his story was even more intriguing than I’d first imagined.


A Channel crossing remains a formidable achievement. After Webb’s feat, it was 36 years and 70 attempts before anyone else succeeded. And Webb held the record for the fastest crossing until 1934, when Edward H. Temme crossed in 15 hours 34 minutes. Since then it’s been swum by children and relay teams and people with disabilities; it’s been crossed twice and three times. The Captain Webb Plate is awarded to the person who swims the fastest three-way crossing, and is currently held by New Zealander Philip Rush, who swam it in 28 hours and 21 minutes. Webb wouldn’t be anywhere near eligible for the honour which bears his name. But first is always first. And Webb swam the Channel when nobody believed it could be done. He backed himself to do it and swam in the face of doubt and even ridicule. Those who followed him knew their goal was achievable.


Not only that, Webb swam it with a number of disadvantages that the modern swimmer doesn’t have to worry about. Little was known then about correct nutrition. Alcohol, which the Victorians seem to have considered a medicine, actually lowers the body’s temperature and yet Webb drank beer and brandy on his crossing. His swimsuit weighed about 10 lb. By contrast, a modern one-piece weighs just a few ounces, even when soaked. More is known now about navigation and the modern swimmer has the help of detailed weather forecasts and a pilot equipped with radar.


But some things haven’t changed. Strip away the technology, the nutritional and training knowledge, and you’re still left with the unchanging heart of long-distance swimming – the man or woman who walks down that beach, wades into the water and takes the first stroke. And Matthew Webb’s celebrated swim ensured the Channel’s starry place in the galaxy of long-distance swims. It’s the world’s premier swim, the supreme test of a swimmer’s courage and endurance. There are longer swims. For example, Lake Michigan – 36½ miles from Chicago to Michigan City. There are colder ones. The temperature of the water in the six-mile strip of sea between Russia and Alaska, known as the Bering Straits, can be as low as 38 degrees and yet it’s been crossed. From Cuba to Miami, you’re in such danger from sharks you have to swim in a cage attached to your accompanying boat. But in the worldwide community of long-distance swimmers, that close-knit, watchful group of people who spend their free time face down in water and who organise their lives according to tides and weather reports, you haven’t really made it until you’ve swum the Channel.


Why this drive to swim long distances? The human attraction to water is so strong that it has been noted by a number of evolutionists. In 1960, distinguished anthropologist Sir Alister Hardy made headlines by asserting a theory that, en route from primitive ape stock to man, there had been a period when food shortages forced us into the water. There, he concluded, we gradually became more aquatic, a sort of wading, diving, fish-catching mammal. Our subcutaneous fat (necessary as a cold insulator) and our hairlessness (making our bodies more streamlined and less resistant in the water) were evidence of this, a sort of ancestral legacy. So too is our love of the seaside and watersports and our adaptability for swimming. ‘The fact that some men can swim the English Channel (albeit with training), indeed that they race across it, indicates to my mind that there must have been a long period of natural selection improving man’s qualities for such feats,’ he maintained.


His speech received lots of publicity, most of it embarrassing; Hardy was dubbed the ‘top scientist’ who ‘claims man is a fish’. Mainstream evolutionists might have preferred to ignore his theory but lofty disinterest became impossible when, from outside their ranks, Elaine Morgan, a TV drama writer (her credits include Dr Finlay’s Casebook) published The Descent of Woman, the Classic Study of Evolution in 1972. In it, she explored and expanded the aquatic ape theory and the book, feminist, witty and highly readable, was an instant bestseller. Desmond Morris in Man Watching called the aquatic ape theory ‘a brilliant speculation’. It remains fringe and controversial but it has its apologists and keen swimmers like myself rather like it as it seems to give a scientific explanation for our love of water.


I admit that when I first read about Webb I thought he must have been mad. But, after spending a summer interviewing Channel swimmers, I changed my mind. I now think long-distance swimmers are the most well-balanced people I’ve ever met. It’s a sport that brings you face to face with your deepest self; you can’t spend that much time alone, in that silent universe, without acquiring self-knowledge. Half-way across the Channel, in the middle of a busy shipping lane, with an aching body and hours of suffering ahead of you, you soon find that any pretensions are stripped away. There is nowhere to hide.


But what do you do when you’ve done it? For most of us, life is a path bordered with some pleasant flowers and also some brambles, boggy bits where we get stuck and, if we’re unlucky, a rock or two where we turn our ankles and have to stop and rest before we can go on. But for people such as Matthew Webb, life is more like a series of mountains to climb. And once you’ve climbed a mountain, what else is there to do but climb another one? What do you do when you’ve just achieved the impossible? Well, this is the story of a man who achieved the impossible and what he did next. It is also a story about swimming.
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A Shropshire Lad


You and I must keep from shame


In London streets the Shropshire name;


On banks of Thames they must not say


Severn breeds worse men than they.


________ A Shropshire Lad, A. E. Housman, 1896


His earliest memory was of water. Matthew Webb’s childhood was dominated by the long, winding River Severn which ran past his family home in Shropshire. It was his first love and his second home, the place where, as he put it, he first ‘became intimate with the element which has since been my great delight’.


The Severn begins life as a thin, brown stream high in the Welsh mountains, streaking out of the slate rocks and peaty bogs near the summit of Mount Plynlimon, in Dyfed and then swelling and meandering north-east through Wales to Shrewsbury. There, it turns south and uncurls through the green fields of Shropshire, Hereford, Worcester and Gloucester before pouring into the Bristol Channel. Muscular, snaky and, at 220 miles, the longest river in Britain, it writes its name on some of the country’s most fertile land and in its journey through thickly wooded Shropshire carves out a deep gorge once seamed with coal and filled with limestone. Legend has it that it was named after Sabrina, the beautiful daughter of Locrine, an early British king who drowned there with her mother, pursued to their deaths by a vengeful and jealous queen. The story appears in Spenser’s Faerie Queene, Milton’s Comus and Swinburne’s Locrine. Loved by poets, overflowing with myth, the Severn was where Matthew Webb, the small boy who grew up to add his name to the history books, learned to swim.


Matthew Webb was born in the small, windswept town of Dawley on 19 January 1848, the Year of Revolution. In Paris, workers, artisans and students had taken to the barricades to protest against the government; Vienna, Prague and Munich were the scenes of demonstrations and riots; and throughout southern Italy, peasants were seizing land and attacking landowners. That year, London was the only major city in Europe not to experience rebellion and Shropshire was a backwater. The turmoil of Europe was a long way from the ordered stability enjoyed by the Webbs. Matthew’s father’s family had been settled in Shropshire for at least three generations. His great-grandfather, Thomas Webb, had been a medal and button maker but, through his two sons, the family moved out of the artisan class and into the professional, and medicine became the family business. Matthew’s grandfather was a popular and successful doctor who, with his well set-up team of greys and the respect of his neighbours, was a perfect model of the typical country physician, a species described by a contemporary wit and observer as ‘a well-read and observant man, with a liberal love of science and in every respect a gentleman’. The Webb family always maintained that young Matthew took after his grandfather and a drawing of the old man, comfortably reading his newspaper with his terrier at his feet, shows him to have had the same stocky build, chubby thighs and fair hair of the swimmer. He had two sons, Thomas and Matthew, both of whom followed him into the medical profession.


Matthew, the second son, was even more successful than his father. Parish tithes records note that, by the age of 28, he was a man of considerable property. He owned not only his own house and garden but what amounted to a small estate, including: a second house which he rented out; a croft given over to arable farming; a wooded plantation; a meadow and part of another; three pools; and another house complete with offices, gardens, pleasure grounds, shrubberies, coach road and yards. He married four years later and soon a growing family meant harder work and longer hours. Matthew Webb, the second son, recalled his father leaving the house early every morning, carrying a packet of bread and cheese for his lunch, but there is no reason to believe his assertion that his father’s practice was ‘more extensive than lucrative’. While far from being one of the old aristocratic Shropshire families or the newer class of wealthy industrialists, the Webbs could none the less count themselves as moderately prosperous. They had all the live-in staff considered necessary by the mid-Victorian middle classes. As well as the family members, the Webb household included a cook, a housemaid, a scullery maid and a governess for the daughters.


Less is known of Matthew’s mother, Sarah Cartwright, although her surname hints at old yeoman stock. She was only 23 when she and Dr Webb married in 1845 and her first child, Thomas, was born two years later. The next 17 years of her life were devoted to bearing and raising 14 children. One of them, Alfred, died in infancy. The number of births was not surprising for the mid-Victorian age but the number of children surviving is worthy of note, as infant mortality was frequent at that time. Perhaps their father was a particularly skilled doctor or maybe the Webb children were exceptionally healthy. Certainly Matthew Webb was always proud of his powerful physical strength.


Dawley was a pleasant little town with, as one contemporary visitor put it, ‘a most industrious, lively, and upon the whole a very intelligent population’. But the Webbs moved frequently in Matthew’s early years, the reason being either an expansion in Dr Webb’s practice or their growing family. Matthew was only 14 months old when the family moved to Madeley, a village of about 6,000 people, most of them employed in the iron and china manufacturing works that studded the banks of the Severn. The Victorian travel writer Charles Hulbert described this part of the river as full of boats and business: ‘perhaps 150 vessels on the river, actively employed or waiting for cargoes, while hundreds and thousands of busy mortals … enveloped in thickest smoke and incessant dust are cheerful and happy’. Other visitors noticed only the dirt and ugliness produced by the factories. One traveller in particular, a Mr Harrall, saw no happy busy mortals and no romance in the River Severn. Instead he was appalled by ‘these regions of volcanic-like eruptions, from flaming apertures, projecting huge columns of smoke, intermingled into a dense atmosphere, and groups of sooty labourers like demons of the lower world’. Shropshire was a place of work, hard, back-breaking work and the swelling, busy, unreliable River Severn was a constant reminder that orders had to be filled, goods shipped, money made.


The Webbs were living in Madeley when the River Severn erupted in one of the worst floods the area had experienced for over 50 years. Floods were nothing new in Shropshire. In pagan times, human sacrifices were made to the river gods to appease their wrath and keep the waters from overflowing. In reality, the fury attributed to angry gods was caused by a phenomenon known as the bore, whereby the Atlantic Ocean rushes up the narrow channel at the river’s mouth and forces it to overflow its banks. Throughout the Severn’s history, eyewitness accounts testified to the speed and terror of its floods. When Matthew was four, the river rose to such a height that, according to the Shrewsbury Chronicle, ‘that very extraordinary personage, the ‘oldest inhabitant’, could not recollect Sabrina being so far out of bounds’. The river banks became ‘more or less the scenes of destruction and misery’. People grabbed what possessions and livestock they could and headed to the upper storeys of their homes. There they waited with ‘in many instances, members of that porcine race, who did not seem much to relish their temporary abode’. Trapped upstairs with bad-tempered pigs, they were aware of the rooms below being flooded; through the windows they saw their furniture being washed out of the house. The streets were like streams, submerged in water several feet deep. The towns looked as if they had been built on a cluster of islands. All sorts of items from beds to bread, chairs to farming implements were seen floating down the river. The brave mounted their horses and swam them across the floods to rescue friends and neighbours. Crops were ruined, property destroyed, and wealthy families became beggars in a matter of hours. Although Matthew never talked about the flood, we can be sure that from an early age he would have been aware of the power and danger of water.


Shortly after the flood, the Webbs moved again, this time settling down for good in a large, handsome, substantially built Georgian house in Coalbrookdale. The gardens were extensive and the River Severn lay, inviting and dangerous, just a field away from the house. Coalbrookdale, which makes an appearance in the Doomsday Book as a small village, had expanded rapidly in the 18th century and now included grand mansions as well as rows of terraces where the factory workers lived. The Quaker Abraham Darby, founder of the Bristol Iron Company, had set his seal on this area, mining its coal, harnessing steam and shaping iron; swiftly it changed from sleepy countryside to the very heart of the Industrial Revolution. The Severn was the area’s life blood. Without good communications, all that hard work and technological advancement would have been wasted. Until the coming of the railways, the Severn, bound for the major port of Bristol and easy to navigate, was Shropshire’s main link with the outside world. In the year that Matthew was born, it was the second busiest waterway in Europe. Miners, potters, boat-builders and ironworkers toiled along its banks, and it was the highway along which coal, limestone, pottery and iron goods were transported to the rest of the country. And when Darby died in 1717, he left behind a business that would eventually become the largest ironworks in the world. He also bequeathed his own religious tone to Coalbrookdale in the form of an earnest work ethic and high moral standards. Although there were several Quaker meeting houses the Webbs, while never being excessively devout, were Anglicans. Matthew knew his Bible and was particularly stirred by the story of Daniel in the lions’ den. Years later, he could describe in detail the roaring lions and the calm Daniel in an old engraving owned by the family. Perhaps he admired Daniel’s God-given insouciance in the face of danger.
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The Webb family home in Coalbrookdale, Shropshire.


Less than a mile away was the larger and much busier town of Ironbridge with its weekly market, post office, printing office, drapers, grocery, ironmongers, watchmakers, cabinetmakers, bank, subscription library, ladies’ boarding school and boat-builders. Lively and productive, Ironbridge was always full of visitors. Engineers and industrialists came to study the latest developments and journalists to report on any improvements, artists found the industrial landscape a challenge and tourists enjoyed the woods, the glens and the rich green fields, watered by the all-important Severn.


For a healthy, physically robust child who loved animals, bustle and the outdoors, this part of Shropshire would have been ideal. And for Matthew, drawn as he was to the water, having the Severn just a stone’s throw from his house was everything he could have wished for. When the weather was warm and the school day over, he and a group of friends would wander down to the river and spend hours there. He always believed that ‘The younger the pupil is in becoming familiar with the water, the easier it will be for him to learn to swim.’ He could swim by the age of seven, but he was never able to recall who actually taught him. This suggests he mastered the skill without any of the terrors and aggravations that were inflicted on other boys who tried to learn to swim in the mid-19th century. For this was not a happy time to take to the water. The sport of swimming was growing but it had yet to flourish.
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The River Severn where the young Webb learned to swim.


Swimming is as old as the human race and had been a popular pursuit of the Romans, but the centuries succeeding their departure from Britain saw the sport drop away into a rather depressed state. The contempt the Romans felt for the non-swimmer (‘he can neither read nor swim’ being a particularly withering put-down) had been replaced by ecclesiastical hostility to any of the manners or habits of the pagan conquerors. The Church found the nudity of the Romans’ public baths particularly disgusting. Only a few of those handsome structures with their tiles and mosaics survived. By the end of the 16th century, official feeling against swimming was so well entrenched that an extraordinary ruling in 1571 by the vice-chancellor of Cambridge University caused little surprise. He strictly forbade students from swimming in the River Cam and set the most severe penalties for disobedience. An undergraduate caught swimming would be flogged publicly in their college hall and, on the following day, in the public schools. A BA would be put in the stocks and fined 10 shillings.


Yet the lure of water is so strong that there was always resistance. Everard Digby was a Cambridge don but he still wrote an apologia for swimming, De Arte Natandi (The Art of Swimming) in 1587. Swimming, he wrote in defiance of the decree, ‘is a greate help in extreamitie of death and a thing necessarie for every man to use, even in the pleasantest securest time of his life; especially as the fittest thing to purge the skin of all external pollutions and uncleanliness whatsoever.’


Swimming still happened, even with all the disapproval aimed at it, but it went underground and became a sweet personal secret, rarely written or talked about. An echo of this can still be seen in the metaphors that surround swimming. Most sporting metaphors – ‘Level playing field’, ‘play the game’ and ‘just not cricket’ – stress qualities such as team spirit and fairness. Swimming metaphors, on the other hand – ‘plunging the depths’, ‘keeping your head above water’, ‘sink or swim’ – emphasise individuality and the struggle for survival.


In the end it was the medical profession which rescued swimming from its subversive position and restored it to respectability. In 1754, Dr Richard Russell, a far-sighted physician, began to prescribe sea bathing to his patients. He was clearly very persuasive, or the results were favourable, because he was soon running a large practice at Brighton – in the process transforming a depressing hamlet, inhabited by fishermen struggling to make ends meet, into a lively and fashionable resort – and building himself a handsome mansion on the profits. Not surprisingly, other doctors soon began writing out the same prescription.


Although when Matthew Webb was a child competitive swimming was fairly well developed and a National Swimming Society already in existence, it was still largely confined to the big cities and its popularity restricted to the world of sporting and betting men. It had yet to become a skill taught to every child. For most people, learning to swim was still something you did under doctor’s orders. Bathing, as it was more commonly known, was a treatment not a pleasure, to be engaged in for medicinal purposes not enjoyed in its own right. In fact, by the time Matthew Webb was taking his first tentative paddles in the River Severn, cold-water bathing was being hailed as a cure for just about every ailment. Doctors advised sterile men and infertile women to take it up, and sea breezes were said to restore colour to the wan cheeks of consumptive young ladies, to regulate their menstrual periods and calm their neurotic temperaments. It was believed to heal glandular and venereal diseases, ease the aches of rheumatism, soothe painful corns and bunions, and was even considered effective against some forms of insanity. It was recommended as a way of restoring the ruined constitutions of the dissipated man about town, refreshing the overworked clerk and enlivening the pallid scholar. It supposedly straightened the bent legs of rickety children and reformed the unwholesome thoughts of young people. In fact, the one thing ‘a course of bathing’ was unlikely to do was create a love of swimming.
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