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         Natasha Sones is a passionate year-round wild swimmer, outdoor adventurer and freelance travel writer with a deep love of all things water. She has taken part in numerous outdoor swimming events, including the UK Cold Water Swimming Championships in January 2025, and has paddleboarded in some remarkable locations. Highlights include a solo journey around the Helsinki archipelago in 2023, supported by the Adventure Queens Grant, and competing in a SUP race in the Alps in 2024. Closer to home, Natasha volunteers with the Bluetits Chill Swimmers – an inclusive, free-to-join social swim community – and she is also an Ordnance Survey Champion. Researching swim spots across London and South East England for her first book has been a dream come true. Along the way, Natasha has made new friends, taken part in events, shared memorable experiences with friends and family, and embraced everything from solo swims and icy dips to swimming in the sea alongside 500 other women. She has pushed herself from being a casual dipper to confidently swimming a mile. Natasha holds a BA (Hons) in Creative Writing and has over 20 years’ experience as an editor, writer, journalist and blogger. She is also a qualified stand-up paddleboarding instructor. She lives near the sea and forest in East Anglia with her husband, three children and dogs. Swimming Wild in South East England is her first book.

         
             

         

         www.natashasoneseditorial.com

         
             

         

         @natashastarseeker

      

   


   
      
         iv

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            OVER 100 OF THE BEST OUTDOOR SWIMMING SPOTS

IN LONDON, THE HOME COUNTIES AND THE ISLE OF WIGHT

            
               [image: ]

            

            First published in 2026 by Vertebrate Publishing.

            VERTEBRATE PUBLISHING

Omega Court, 352 Cemetery Road, Sheffield S11 8FT, United Kingdom.
www.adventurebooks.com

            Copyright © 2026 Natasha Sones and Vertebrate Publishing Ltd.

            Natasha Sones has asserted her rights under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as author of this work.

            A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

            ISBN 978–1–83981–290–3 (Paperback)

ISBN 978–1–83981–291–0 (Ebook)

            All rights reserved. No part of this work covered by the copyright herein may be reproduced or used in any form or by any means – graphic, electronic, or mechanised, including photocopying, recording, taping, or information storage and retrieval systems – without the written permission of the publisher.

            Front cover: Frensham Great Pond, Surrey © James Jagger/Alamy.

Photography by Natasha Sones unless otherwise credited.

            
               [image: ]

            

            Swimming location maps reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of The Controller of His Majesty’s Stationery Office. © Crown Copyright. AC0000809882.

            Regional maps and South East England overview map created by Richard Ross, Active Maps Ltd. Contains data from OS © Crown copyright and database right (2026) and © OpenStreetMap contributors. Openstreetmap.org/copyright

Relief shading produced from data derived from U.S. Geological Survey, National Geospatial Program. www.activemaps.co.uk

            Edited by Helen Parry, design and production by Jane Beagley.
www.adventurebooks.com

            Swimming Wild book series created by Suzanna Cruickshank, author of Swimming Wild in the Lake District. www.suzannaswims.co.uk

            Every effort has been made to achieve accuracy of information in this guidebook. The author, publisher and copyright owners can take no responsibility for: loss or injury (including fatal) to persons; loss or damage to property or equipment; trespass, irresponsible behaviour or any other mishap that may be suffered as a result of following descriptions or advice offered in this guidebook. The inclusion of a swimming area or approach to a swimming area does not guarantee a right to swim there or a right of way to reach it – if conflict with landowners arises, we advise that you act politely and leave by the shortest route available. If the matter needs to be taken further, please take it up with the relevant authority.

            SAFETY STATEMENT

Wild swimming is an activity that carries a risk of personal injury or death. Participants must be aware of and accept that these risks are present and they should be responsible for their own actions and involvement. Nobody involved in the writing and production of this guidebook accepts any responsibility for any errors that it may contain, nor are they liable for any injuries or damage that may arise from its use. Wild swimming is inherently dangerous and the fact that individual descriptions in this volume do not point out such dangers does not mean that they do not exist. Take care.
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            Introduction

         

         Swimming in the wild has changed my life.

         Wild swimming is defined as ‘The activity of swimming in natural bodies of water such as lakes, rivers and the sea … ‘ – Collins Dictionary.

         For me, it has reduced pain and inflammation physically, and helped heal me mentally. As well as the benefits of being in cold water, it is also like holistic therapy. There are also the usual benefits of exercise, being in nature and the camaraderie and beauty of swimming with like-minded people. My swimming friends have brought me so much joy – I have met such amazing and inspirational people and the togetherness we have in the water is just lovely. It brings me peace, has introduced me to a community and washes away all my troubles.

         I love my local Bluetits flock in Suffolk and have made some wonderful friends amongst them. I have seen people who have always stood by the side of the water watching their kids dip, get in the water for the first time. I have also seen people who never thought they could swim in winter take the plunge in sub-zero temperatures. Swimmers have said that they have truly laughed and felt human again. I have both laughed and cried with fellow swimmers in the water.

         I really hope you enjoy reading about all the fun and interesting places there are to swim in this beautiful part of England. There is a mixture of more wild-feeling and natural places – including lakes, rivers, beaches, estuaries and reservoirs – along with purpse-built spaces including river docks and lidos. Some of the lidos are even heated if you are not a huge fan of cold water.

         I have absolutely loved researching these swims and lots of cake has been consumed in testing the best refreshments nearby! I would love to hear from you – let me know where your favourite place to swim is. The book has also kindled a spark in me to help fight for our right to access lakes and rivers; I am massively aware of the need to protect our blue spaces and to fight for our right to swim in clean water. Nature belongs to us all – please join the fight for access to clean and safe water for everyone.

         So, grab your swimsuit, pack a picnic and dive into the best wild swimming spots this beautiful area of the country has to offer.

         Happy swimming!
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            Access rights and wild swimming in England

         

         In England and Wales, access to our blue spaces is not as straightforward as in many other countries. This is a big problem for wild swimmers, as we need open water to pursue our hobby.

         Imogen Radford, Right to Swim (Inland) Lead at The Outdoor Swimming Society (OSS), explains why inland access is so confusing. ‘We have limited rights to access water away from the coast. Public rights of way to and along rivers can be blocked or access to water contested. The Countryside and Rights of Way (CROW) Act 2000 allows open access to land, but only to about eight per cent of England, much of which we can’t easily get to. And this only allows walking, not recreation in or on water. Access rights are far from clear for most rivers; about 96 per cent of rivers have no explicit right of navigation. Although long-standing common law gives public navigation rights along most rivers, these rights are contested. Access to lakes and reservoirs is restricted. Water companies have a duty to provide recreation on land and water, but often allow only walking, angling or sports like sailing, and many try to ban swimming (unless they control and charge for it).’

         In this book there are some sites with No swimming signs; these signs are often put up by landowners believing that they should try to stop people swimming to avoid liability. But they don’t need to, nor do the signs tend to deter people from getting in the water. This book is a guide to popular swim spots; you must use your own judgement as to whether or not to swim there. Although many people swim in all sorts of waters, many more do not want to face potential challenge from landowners or members of the public in order to swim. See the section opposite on access campaigns for more information about how to assert your right to swim responsibly.

         Says Imogen, ‘We need better inland water access and a more open conversation about safety that includes the people using it. Without access to water, people are not able to learn basic water safety through experience. Instead of trying to stop swimming, we should help people know how to keep themselves safe and enjoy water.’ xi
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         OTHER COUNTRIES

         Some countries already have a ‘right to roam’, where the freedoms have been won through practice over hundreds of years. This is especially true in the Nordic countries. Norway, for example, allows access to uncultivated land and waters by foot, boat, horseback, bicycle and skis. Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Iceland have similar rights, although some are unwritten.

         In Scotland, the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, and the accompanying Scottish Outdoor Access Code, provides clear access rights to be able to swim; people can freely access rivers and other bodies of water as long as they behave responsibly.

         ACCESS CAMPAIGNS

         Campaigners have protested this lack of access to water through public events such as mass trespasses. Here are some campaigns so you can learn more about access rights and get involved.

         
            » The Outdoor Swimming Society campaigns for a legal right of access for swimming in reservoirs and all other water bodies in England and Wales. It wants to normalise bathing in oceans, rivers and lakes, and to give the swim community confidence to assert their right to swim thoughtfully and responsibly. www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/inland-access-the-oss-manifesto

            » The Right to Roam campaign is fighting for new legislation to ensure access for all to our wild spaces across England. This campaign helps us to understand our rights and how to access land safely and respectfully. They advise people to act as if they are already free; nobody gave us the rights we have today – they were either fought for, or enshrined customary practices which persisted because people defended them. Visit their website to see what else you can do to help. www.righttoroam.org.uk

            » The Clear Access, Clear Waters campaign by Paddle UK aims to secure fair, shared, sustainable open access to waters in England and Wales. paddleuk.org.uk/clear-access-clear-waters

         

      

   


   
      
         
            How to get started

         

         Don’t be worried about getting started – once you have made the decision you just have to try it. I would always advise finding someone to swim with for your first few times; it will keep you safer and make it more enjoyable. There are several wild swimming groups around for this very purpose, and you’ll find like-minded friends to dip with in no time. I first got into swimming through the Bluetits Chill Swimmers, who provide an inclusive, free-to-join social swim community: thebluetits.co I ran one of its groups for several years to help others find their way into this way of life. For the swimming spots in this book, I have included a local group or groups that swim at that location wherever possible. It doesn’t matter if you are new to it, the groups are perfect for enabling you to dip safely and find a community. Wild swimmers are all there for the same reason and will be very welcoming. Everyone was new once!

         Being near water helps with well-being and feelings of happiness. Cold-water immersion, when done regularly, can alleviate stress and depression and help tackle autoimmune disorders. These benefits extend to other situations, so you might find potentially intimidating experiences, such as a driving test or job interview, less stressful. xii

         But you need to ensure you are safe while swimming. Make sure you are prepared before entering the water and read the following pages for tips and advice on staying safe in the water.

         BEFORE LEAVING HOME

         Always research a swim beforehand. Don’t rely on other people as they could be wrong. Check the weather and tides. It can be as simple as finding out what the tide times are and swimming when the tide is coming in so you know you won’t be swept out to sea. Adverse weather can turn even the safest of bathing places into a danger zone.

         To discover the safest swimming spots, local knowledge and education are key. Speak to kayakers, harbour masters, lifeguards and so on to find out information. Join a group, check out a guidebook and speak to other dippers. Look at access points and educate yourself with information about rip tides and currents. Take a look at an Ordnance Survey map if you are taking a trip, and take a map and compass if you are going somewhere remote.

         There is no such thing as a safe swim area, only a safe swimmer. Any safety assessments you find online can be used as a guide, but you really have to think about it when you get there and assess the safety of each location for yourself. You must take responsibility for yourself and be aware of your own swimming ability.

         Swim with a buddy or a group. It’s best to take a friend along when you go swimming, just in case you get into any trouble. However, although I generally don’t advise solo swimming, I know this is not always practical. If you’re on your own, make sure you let someone know where you’re going and when you’ll be back. Take a mobile phone with you for emergencies. Joining a group or coached session is a good idea. Speak to local people to get their knowledge of the area. If you are planning a longer route in a lifeguarded stretch of water, tell the lifeguards of your plans.

         Gather your swim kit and pack your swimming bag – see the section on equipment on page xv for more information about this. You will need to get warm as quickly as possible after being in cold water. Put on a wetsuit if you need to if the water is cold or if you are planning a longer swim.

         Swimming is fun but alcohol and swimming do not mix. Save the drinking for after being in the water.

         How do you feel? Even if you have arranged a swim and have been looking forward to it, you can always change your mind. Hormones, menstruation and feeling ill can all play a part in how you feel. You might have an injury which should be kept out of water, for example a recent tattoo or open cut. Do bear in mind though, that sometimes the best swims are when we don’t really feel like it. If I’m having an awful day, getting in the water is often the thing that makes me feel the happiest afterwards.

         Ensure you have an emergency plan (see page xxiii). Be prepared for the unexpected.

         BEFORE ENTERING THE WATER

         Is it safe? Have a good look at your get-in spot before entering the water. Check that you can get out before you get in. Check your surroundings for hazards such as muddy areas or blue-green algae. Even if you have researched the location, the weather and tides can change quickly. Stay away from farming or industrial areas.

         Check the tide times (for sea swimming), including spring and neap tides. Spring tides are when tides are the strongest with really high high tides and very low low tides. The currents can be stronger on spring tides, which will make for a harder swim. Neap tides are when there is least difference between high and low water, which can be a good time for a swim in certain places. See page xxi for more information on tides.

         Check the water quality where possible. Look for any warning signs about the water and xiiifollow the advice given. See pages xix and xx for more information on water quality.

         Check the flow rate (for rivers). Chucking a stick in to see how fast it floats can give you an indication of the rate of flow – avoid rivers with a fast flow.

         Check the depth (for lakes and rivers). Rivers which seem shallow might not be the same depth all the way to the centre.

         Can you get in and out easily? Swim against the current first so you aren’t too tired to exit. Make sure your get-out point isn’t too steep.

         Cover any cuts and grazes with waterproof plasters. Consider not swimming with a cut, especially one on your face. Avoid swimming for 48 hours after shaving too.

         Arrange your post-swim bag so that what you need is easy to grab. Have your towel and warm clothes at the top so you can reach them, and a hot water bottle if it’s very cold; wrap your towel around it so it’s toasty warm.

         Protect your belongings and think about where you are leaving your bag. You may want to hide it or camouflage it, where possible, if there are lots of people around.

         Check that your kit is clean without any traces of plant matter from other locations. For more on biosecurity, see page xxiv.

         GETTING IN

         Warm up. You may want to warm up slowly before swimming. Some gentle jumping or jogging on the spot, stretching or breathing exercises will help to wake up your circulation.

         Enter the water slowly. Can you walk in from the shallows? Stay close to the shore at first to acclimatise to the conditions. When you get into quite cold water, the first thing you will feel is the cold shock response – the initial gasp, rapid breathing and increased heart rate and blood pressure. Note that you can still get cold water shock in a wetsuit. Jumping into the water is not a good idea, unless your heart and body have already become acclimatised, you know your surroundings and you know how to exit safely.

         Take a few deep breaths before entering to prepare your body and mind. Stay relaxed and calm and maintain a steady breathing pattern as you start swimming. Look around and enjoy your surroundings, this is all part of it!

         DURING

         Be aware of other activities that are going on around you in the water. If there are any water sports users such as people using paddleboards, kayaks or boats, are you visible enough so that they can see you easily? Keep a close eye on children, even those who can swim, and stay within an arm’s length of them.

         Know your limits and only do the swim you want to do. Don’t worry about how long others are planning to swim for. Remain in the water for as long as you feel comfortable, not for how long your watch says you should swim for.

         Don’t stay in too long. The secret to acclimatising to cold water is just to swim in it, often – at least once a week, and preferably two or three times, gradually extending the time that you are in the water. If you’ve ever been told that you can stay in ‘one minute per degree’, this is a myth. Everyone is different and stress, sleep, hormones and overall health can play a part.

         Dealing with cramp. If you get cramp or muscle spasms while bathing, don’t panic. Slowly make your way to the edge, stop swimming and exit the water. Massage the affected area. Don’t try to swim on the cramped muscle until the feeling goes away. Applying a hot or cold compress can help. To avoid it in the future, ensure you are properly hydrated and have eaten to help your body beforehand. Wearing a wetsuit, neoprene cap and boots can help to keep your muscles warm. And remember, get into cold water slowly.

         Don’t get cold. Listen to your body – you may not be able to tell if you are getting too xivcold until it’s too late but pay attention to your feet and hands. If they are getting numb it will be harder to get your clothes on. It’s better to exit the water while you are still feeling good, even if you have done a shorter swim than you wanted.

         Look out for others. Everyone is responsible for their own swim but part of being a responsible swimmer (and a nice human!) means ensuring others in the water are safe and helping them if necessary.

         Weeds. If you get entangled in weeds, avoid kicking or thrashing. Just calmly try to extract the part of your body which is caught up. Then swim around the plants.

         AFTER

         Get yourself warm. Get dressed in comfy layers as soon as you get out of the water. The safest way to rewarm after swimming is to dry off and remove your wet swimming gear as soon as possible. Put warm, dry clothing on – make sure these are easily accessible. A changing robe can help with getting changed and drying you at the same time, while retaining your modesty.

         Fuel up. Have a hot drink and maybe a snack to help raise your body temperature. I’m very partial to a cuppa and a biscuit after a dip. There’s something really soothing about wrapping my fingers around a mug of warmth. Move around a bit if you are still chilly. In the winter, my friends and I love to huddle around a fire, and I have used hand and toe warmers to help me get warm more easily. It is a good idea to wash your hands before eating and to wash your body with clean, fresh water as soon as possible.

         Don’t rush off. Warm up before you drive or cycle anywhere. The phenomenon of your body temperature continuing to drop even after you get out of cold water and into a warmer environment is known as afterdrop – so that you feel colder after you get out of the water. You might get out and feel fine, and then you start to get colder, sometimes growing faint, shivering violently and feeling unwell. Make sure you are feeling okay before you leave; if you are shivering you are not yet ready to travel.

         Leave no trace. Take any litter away with you and leave the location as you found it. Or better still, leave a positive trace instead – pick up some litter while you’re there, be polite and friendly to other swimmers and report any antisocial incidents which could be harmful to the area.

         IT’S UP TO YOU

         Swim at your own risk. Further resources and safety information can be found at:

         
            » The Outdoor Swimming Society (OSS): www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com

            » Outdoor Swimmer magazine: www.outdoorswimmer.com

            » Royal Life Saving Society UK: www.rlss.org.uk

            » Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI): www.rnli.org

         

         There is more specific information about safety in rivers and in the sea and what to do in an emergency on pages xix–xxiii.

      

   


   
      
         
xv
            Equipment

         

         
            NATASHA’S KIT LIST

            The essentials

            
               » swimming costume (bright if possible – neon colours such as orange, green, pink and yellow are more visible in the water)

               » bobble hat/swimming cap

               » aqua shoes

               » spare bobble hat for afterwards

               » tow float

               » towel

               » changing robe

               » changing mat/bath mat

               » bag to put wet kit in

               » flask of tea and mug

               » warm clothing for after (including fluffy socks)

               » snacks

            

            If it is cold

            
               » neoprene gloves and socks for swimming

               » gloves for afterwards

               » hot water bottle

               » hand/feet warmers

               » more warm clothing

            

            Extras

            
               » waterproof phone case

               » water thermometer

               » underwater camera

               » goggles

               » period swimwear (for that time of the month)

               » suncream

               » flippers

            

         

         The benefit of swimming is that you can do it with very little. You don’t need much in the way of clothing – you can go swimming in your pants and dry yourself off with a T-shirt. It shouldn’t be a barrier. The more regularly you go, the more you might want to invest in some kit. The plethora of products on the market shows there is a good appetite for wild swimming and bathers obviously like shiny new gear as much as the next sportsperson. I usually only wear a swimming costume to dip in but will also wear a bobble hat and neoprene gloves and shoes when it is cold. Here is a breakdown of the type of equipment available.

         WETSUITS AND SWIMSUITS

         Choosing between a costume or wetsuit is very personal. Wearing a wetsuit will provide warmth, will increase your buoyancy and reduce the risk of cold-water shock. Some people find it harder to swim in a wetsuit but there are more and more choices available for swimmers which are designed solely for the sport. I am usually very happy as a ‘skins’ swimmer (non-wetsuit); however, when I started training for longer distances, such as the Dock2Dock event, I tried a wetsuit and it really helped make me more comfortable for longer swims.

         My first wetsuit was an inexpensive generic one. It did help with the cold but was not the easiest to swim in as I felt restricted across the chest and shoulders. They are more affordable than swimming-specific wetsuits and can be bought for around £25. They are great if you just want a quick dip.

         There is a huge selection of swimming-specific wetsuits to choose from – in all shapes, sizes and materials. Many of these have additional buoyancy and flexibility built in and are designed specifically to allow open water swimmers to do both breaststroke and front crawl in comfort. Various colours are available; xvilook out for neon colours for safety and visibility in the water. There are also separates and semi-fsuit options so you can have your legs or your arms out. For the Dock2Dock event, I wore The Dart wetsuit by Wilda – it’s really bright and stood out in the water amongst all the boring black ones!

         Some wetsuits are available in different materials which are more environmentally conscious, such as a fully biodegradable rubber. Yamamoto limestone neoprene is a material known for its exceptional flexibility and durability, and it has a better carbon footprint compared to petroleum-based neoprene. Yulex is another plant-based alternative to neoprene.

         Thermal wetsuits can be beneficial for those who suffer from the cold. Look for ones with specific technologies for heat retention such as Thermal X technology. A swimming-specific wetsuit will cost from around £150 for an entry-level one and can go up to £500 for an elite one.

         In terms of swimming costumes there is a huge range available, in different prices, sizes and styles. Period swimwear is something that hadn’t been invented when I was younger, but it would have been so handy. I am a real convert as I just use period underwear and swimwear all the time now. They feel just like normal swimwear but with an ultra-absorbent liner. The day before I took a trip paddleboarding solo in Finland for a week, I got my period – perfect timing! The period costumes really saved my trip as I didn’t have to take lots of sanitary supplies with me on a trip where there were no real toilets. A period costume replaces 200 disposables in its lifetime, helping the planet as well as being cost-effective.

         SWIMMING HATS

         A swimming cap is a good piece of gear for swimmers. Wearing one can reduce drag in the water, help stop chlorine from damaging your hair, enhance swimmer focus, keep goggles in place and keep loose hair out of your face.

         Brightly coloured swimming caps in shades like red, green or yellow significantly enhance a swimmer’s visibility in the water and help in emergency situations, so that lifeguards can easily locate and identify swimmers. Wear a bright swimming cap if swimming anywhere with boat traffic or lots of other people around in the water. Some swimming venues, such as lidos, insist on a coloured swimming cap too.

         If you are mainly swimming somewhere which is fairly remote and you don’t need to be identifiable, a bobble hat will suffice to keep your head warm and hold hair back. Throughout winter I am never seen swimming without a cosy bobble hat, and I take a spare dry one in my kit bag too, in case the first one gets wet while in the water.

         A neoprene hood insulates and protects you from the elements. An under-chin strap keeps the hood in place and can help to prevent the ‘ice cream headache’ feeling. They’re great for swimming in winter as they help retain body heat. You might want to wear a silicone cap on top as well, for extra insulation. Neoprene headbands are another option for protecting your head and ears from the cold, and an alternative to wearing ear plugs.

         GOGGLES

         Wearing swimming goggles is the best and safest way to protect your eyes in the water. They can protect your eyes from saltwater, save the eyes from sunburn through UV protection and allow you to put your face in the water more easily. As a bonus they greatly improve your underwater vision. Mask-style goggles also keep you warm in the water.

         Avoid paddling or swimming in contact lenses, as getting them wet makes your eyes more vulnerable to contamination by harmful bacteria, which increases the risk of eye irritations and infections. Although it’s not advisable to swim with contact lenses exposed to water, an alternative option is to pair daily xviidisposable lenses with tight-fitting, waterproof swimming goggles. Prescription swimming goggles are also available.

         Mirrored or dark coloured goggle lenses are most suited to open water swimming as they are designed to reduce brightness and glare. Smoke design goggles are designed to reduce light transmission and lower the overall brightness, so they are perfect to wear in the sun. Clear or amber lenses are designed for low light, overcast conditions and are most suited to the pool or when the water is dark.

         There are three things to think about when choosing the right swimming goggles.

         
            » That they fit, so they won’t let in water. Make sure the mask is flush to the face and not overlapping with your swimming cap.

            » That they’re comfy. They shouldn’t chafe over the nose or apply too much pressure to the eye sockets.

            » That they’re clear. Consider an anti-fog coating or drops, and if your goggles are scratched it might be time for a new pair.

         

         TOW FLOATS AND DRY BAGS

         A tow float is important to allow you to be seen. If you’re in an area where there are high levels of boat, jet-ski, rowers or water sports traffic, it is important to make yourself as visible as possible. Some venues and events will insist swimmers use one.
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         The other purpose for a tow float is storage; some can accommodate your keys and phone if needed and are also useful for taking your dry clothes from A to B in a point-to-point swim. They can also be used to store food, drink and medication on longer swims.

         Although the advertised purpose of a tow float is not as a floatation or safety device, they do also offer swimmers something to hold on to if they get cramp, thereby increasing safety in the water. But you should not rely on your tow float as a buoyancy aid or be lulled into a false sense of security because you have one.

         GLOVES AND SOCKS

         Neoprene gloves and socks provide protection for the hands and feet from the effects of the cold and can greatly help when swimming in lower temperatures. They can be particularly useful for Raynaud’s sufferers: people whose extremities are affected by poor circulation. Adjustable fastenings and straps help them to stay on. I usually have a couple of pairs of each in my swim bag, as they are handy in case another swimmer wants to borrow some. Grippy palm prints can aid in pulling them off when hands are cold. Neoprene socks are not as heavy as aqua shoes but are still good for protection underfoot. In the winter I wear five-millimetre neoprene boots to keep my feet nice and warm. xviii

         AQUA SHOES

         Get yourself some aqua shoes to protect your feet from obstructions, rocks, weever fish spines and stones. The South East has some deceptively rugged terrain, especially around the coast. Aqua shoes or old trainers are best if the ground is muddy or stony, and for slippery riverbank entry points. If you don’t want to wear shoes in the water, wear slip-on sandals or flip flops down to the shoreline and leave them there while you swim.

         EARPLUGS

         Earplugs worn during swimming can help prevent ear infections and surfer’s ear. There are lots of different types and styles available, so you should be able to find some that suit you.

         TOWELS AND CHANGING ROBES

         A towel is obviously a necessity for after swimming and changing robes are handy as they can help to preserve your modesty as you stand in a car park or on the shoreline wrestling with your clothes. I have a towelling robe for when the weather is warmer – it’s really useful for just throwing on and it helps me dry as well as making it easier to get dressed underneath.

         Changing robes have become increasingly popular. There are several brands on the market, but they can be more expensive (around £100 – 150). I use mine regularly, and have done for years, so it’s worth it for me. I wear the EVO Pro from Red Equipment, which has a wonderfully super-soft, wicking Sherpa fleece lining and lots of other swim-friendly features.

         CHANGING MATS

         Something to stand on will help you avoid losing heat through your feet, and stop your feet from getting dirty while you’re getting changed. This could be a dedicated changing mat or just an old bath or yoga mat. Some swim bags are so big you can stand inside them to get dressed.

         AFTER-SWIM KIT

         You will need nice warm clothing for after your swim that is loose fitting and easy to put on – bring a big hoodie and tracksuit bottoms and leave the tight jeans and leggings at home. In the winter months I always like to bring a hot drink and a hot water bottle to help me warm up. Gloves and a warm hat and/or snood are also helpful for when you are feeling chilly.

         KIT BAG

         You will need a roomy bag to put kit in – it doesn’t have to be a specific sports one. I like one with different compartments so I can store different things in them. A waterproof one makes sense too. Having your emergency contact details and medical information in your bag is a good idea too.
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      xix
         
            Safety – river swimming

         

         Swimming in rivers is a popular activity in South East England. It is essential to be aware of certain safety considerations when swimming in these natural bodies of water.

         RIVER LEVELS

         Do not swim if a river is fast-flowing, high, flooded or in spate. If the flow looks too fast, don’t go in. Heavy rain and wind can make the water unpredictable. Be cautious after a storm as debris can accumulate below the surface.

         Swimming along the edge of a river is safer than swimming across a river.

         Don’t jump or dive in due to possible hidden hazards under the water.

         Stay clear of weirs, locks, pipes and sluices where strong currents may occur.

         Rivers near the coast or in estuaries, like the Thames, can be affected by tidal changes.

         In some places you may find specialist life-saving equipment, such as lifebuoys, for emergencies.

         WATER QUALITY

         Cleanliness is key for safety. Stay alert to conditions when swimming in open water. Unfortunately, rivers in England aren’t always as clean as we’d like them to be.

         After heavy rainfall, a river is more likely to be contaminated as water companies discharge sewage to mitigate flooding. You can stay informed by utilising resources such as the Sewage Map (sewagemap.co.uk) and Surfers Against Sewage’s Safer Seas & Rivers Service app (see datahq.sas.org.uk/sewage-data-hq/is-it-safe-to-swim where there is also some useful information which explains the difference between the map and the app).

         Always wash your hands after activities like splashing about, swimming or paddleboarding, particularly before eating or touching your eyes or mouth.

         Swimmer’s itch (cercarial dermatitis) is commonly found in people who swim in freshwater lakes and ponds, but it can also occur in saltwater. The condition is caused by a reaction to parasitic larvae that penetrate the skin. To reduce the risk, rinse or shower immediately after exiting the water, avoid swimming or wading in areas where lots of water birds live or in dense vegetation, and wear protective clothing such as a full-length wetsuit, swim cap, gloves and boots.
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