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Matthew Webb's course in becoming the first person to swim the Channel.
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The Strait of Dover.
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Introduction


‘There is a unique harshness about the Channel that no other swim can come close to.’


Alison Streeter, British record-holder for the most crossings


The English Channel is perhaps the most celebrated short stretch of water in the world. It certainly enjoys an exalted status for the British. It was described by Winston Churchill as Britain’s ‘moat’, acting as an insurmountable barrier for almost a thousand years, defying the advance of both Napoleon’s Grande Armée and Hitler’s Wehrmacht. Generations of Britons have stared across the strait from the Kentish coast to the distant sight of the French shore 33.7km (21 miles) away.


On a sunny summer’s day, the view can be an attractive one, inviting the observer to take the plunge and swim. But often the appeal is just an illusion. When the weather changes, there are glowering skies. The sea can frequently become turbulent and swimmers entering it will find that they are tossed about by the waves so that they can feel as if they are in a washing machine. The unrelenting water breaking over their heads sometimes gets into their noses and sometimes into their mouths. Salt in the water irritates their mouth and gums, making them retch. Swimmers often feel battered by the impact of the waves. Because the Channel lies between two much larger expanses of water, the Atlantic and the North Sea, currents have particular force as they rush between two land masses over a seabed that is at its deepest 175m (574ft) below the surface.


At night, this body of water presents further challenges. In the blackness, swimmers will wonder what is below. Although they know there is nothing dangerous there in terms of sharks, barracuda or poisonous fish, there is nonetheless an uncertainty. When their hand touches a piece of flotsam, a lump of seaweed, or particularly a jellyfish, there can be a second of panic, followed by relief as the moment passes and the stroke continues. The arms go over, the body rotates so that the swimmer can breathe evenly and the momentum continues. And continues.


The sea is sometimes a friend, helping the swimmer on their journey; sometimes it becomes an enemy, forcing the swimmer to battle against a tide. But it is always a companion, always there, never going away. There is something primordial about a human being’s attraction to water. People are drawn to look at it, especially the sea, as it moves rhythmically up and down, to and fro, sometimes gently, sometimes fiercely, but always regularly. People, especially swimmers, want to enter it, to be embraced by it. For Roger Deakin, the father of ‘wild’ swimming, flowing along with the water would be ‘a way of getting under the skin of things, of learning something new, I might learn about myself too. In water, all possibilities seemed infinitely extended’ (Deakin, 1999).
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John Goodbody.





I confronted my own physical destiny in the Channel just off the French coast at 3.45am on 19 August 1991. It was a momentous time for the world, with news of the coup against Mikhail Gorbachev emerging from the Soviet Union, but for me the political events were scarcely significant. I had embarked on my first attempt at crossing the Channel. I was semi-conscious and, although swimming quite strongly on autopilot, I was going around in circles, suffering from hypothermia, having undergone a physical breakdown. Like many marathon swimmers, I failed to recognise the fact that I was slipping into oblivion. Training conditions a swimmer to continue whatever the difficulties, which is why it is so important to have people on an accompanying boat who are alert to the swimmer’s situation. Tasked with witnessing my performance, Norman Trusty, the observer of the Channel Swimming Association, told the pilot Mike Oram that the attempt was over. He then dived in and grabbed hold of me with the words, ‘I am stopping this swim.’ I was pulled on board, where I collapsed, shivering, on the deck. My costume was taken off, and I was dried and then put on a bunk and covered in blankets. I was 4.82km (3 miles) short of my target.


I cannot say that the ambition to swim the Channel has been ever-present during my life, but it had been somewhere in the back of my mind for 35 years since I had bought Sam Rockett’s book It’s Cold in the Channel. (I was certainly destined to discover the truth of that title.) Like many people who have swum the Channel, I am not particularly well suited to the task. I am just an ordinary club competitor in pool events. My limited physical talent lies in other sports. However, as this book will show, lack of outstanding natural swimming ability can often be overcome. Recently, there have been some really gifted athletes, Olympians and world champions, who have recorded incredibly fast Channel times. However, for many participants, especially those doing multiple laps, there are other qualities that are more important than natural athletic ability. One of these is undoubtedly determination. As they say in American body-building, ‘You have got to want to.’


Determination and focus need to be shown first in the preparation. Recently, there has been a tendency for people to go from pool and/or short outdoor events directly to training for the Channel. For many decades, this was different. Like most of my predecessors and contemporaries, I began by simply wanting to find out how I would cope with long, open-water races and trials, mainly organised by the British Long Distance Swimming Association (BLDSA). These included Lake Bala; Portsmouth to the Isle of Wight and back; Windermere; and, finally, in 1990, a three-way of Coniston Water (26.6km/16½ miles). After I had completed that distance Kevin Murphy, a journalistic colleague and celebrated long-distance swimmer, suggested that I might be able to do the Channel. I began a year-long build-up of 32.1km (20 miles) a week of swimming during the winter and up to 64.2km (40 miles) in the summer, plus regular weight-training. There was a mixture of steady, long swims and faster interval work with Otter, my long-time club. I tried to keep to a schedule of having one session a day, and often two. So that I could continue over the Christmas and New Year holidays, when the public pools were closed, I persuaded the press office of Holiday Inn to give me permission to use one of their hotel facilities.


In May, I moved outdoors to the Parliament Hill Fields Lido on Hampstead Heath in north London, quickly getting up to completing four miles before work, plus regular faster sessions with Otter during the evenings. On Saturdays, I would go down to Dover on the south coast, gradually increasing the number of hours I spent in the water. I swam, usually alone, between the arms of the harbour, occasionally looking up at Dover Castle perched on the cliffs above the town. I would emerge every two hours for some food and drink from the boot of my car before plunging back into the sea, always with the sound of seagulls screeching above me. To this day, whenever I hear a seagull’s cry, I shudder with the memory of those long, lonely and cold sessions. After those workouts, I would sit in my car, wrapped up in a tracksuit and two sweaters and with the heater going full blast, but still shivering.


In the final weeks, I travelled twice to Weymouth to have 10-hour swims with my coach, Tom Watch, one of the kindest men you could ever meet. He said he would accompany me on my second attempt, urging me to ‘do exactly what I say and then you can blame me if you fail, and not yourself’. Gerry Forsberg, the President of the Channel Swimming Association, advised me to ‘treat the first one as a dress rehearsal’. I had lost too much body weight from all the training for the first effort, so I put on another 3kg (6.6lb), changed the type of grease I used, and went again. And this time I was successful.


I experienced that moment of ecstasy at 7.40pm on 2 September 1991, when my hand stretched out and touched the shingle at Cap Blanc Nez and I saw the cliffs above me. I staggered to my feet, stumbled out of the water and then looked back at the boat, again piloted so expertly by Mike Oram, which had stopped about 150 metres off the shore to remain in deep water. I swam slowly back to it, was helped to dress in thick clothes, lay down on a bunk and fell asleep.


So what does a swimmer think about during those long hours in the water? Some of the individuals you will meet in this book will reveal what went through their own mind. Personally, I thought about the efficiency of my stroke. Was I reaching far enough with my arms? Were they bent after entering the water? Was I turning my body and not just my head when I breathed? In terms of the psychological aspect, the actual event is often easier than the daily training, which demands constant perseverance. During an attempt, the swimmer is driven on by adrenalin and the sense of the occasion. As Charles Sprawson wrote, ‘Much of the swimmer’s training takes place inside his head, immersed as he is in a continuous dream of a world under water. So intense are his conditions that he becomes prone to delusions and neuroses beyond the experience of other athletes’ (Sprawson, 1992).


In common with my predecessors, contemporaries and successors, I have a kaleidoscope of memories of training for and then swimming the Channel. A total of 2,607 people have achieved the feat and this book relates the stories of a number of them. It is about their memories, some of which I once shared – the tiredness, the cold, the waves coming over their head, the jellyfish, the fumes from the boats, the waking up in the morning and having to force themselves out of bed for another session – but it is also about the endless satisfaction. When I am swimming now, scarcely a day goes by when I do not think about my crossing.


What has struck me in researching the book, reading about and interviewing these men and women, young and old, is how much I have come to appreciate those Channel swimmers who may not be particularly gifted physically, or may have a disability, but who are prepared to spend a considerable amount of time and money on completing their task. Of course, those athletes who set the speed records deserve the plaudits they receive, but it is moving to reflect on the unrelenting ambition of ordinary people, striving to make a fantasy come true. It is the ‘colossal vitality of [their] illusion’, as Scott Fitzgerald describes Jay Gatsby’s pursuit of love, which inspires so many Channel swimmers to push themselves in order to realise their personal dream. These are the tales of some of those individuals, both successful and unsuccessful, from all over the world, who have set out on their own quest.







Channel Swimming Facts


Julian Critchlow has listed the following facts in Swimming the English Channel – More Lies, Damn Lies and Statistics (2019), some of which have recently been updated:


•As of 31 October 2024, there have been 2,607 crossings since 1875. There have been 11 deaths of Channel aspirants in this period. In contrast, as of January 2024, there had been 11,996 successful summits of Everest since 1953 and 326 deaths of Everest aspirants in this period (Alanarnette.com).


•The greatest number of people swimming the Channel in any one year is 159, in 2019.


•Over time, 86 per cent of women succeed as against 79 per cent of men. According to Critchlow, ‘only half as many women try’. He speculates that perhaps ‘men [are] more over-confident and give it a go’.


•Women are, on average, five years younger and 10 minutes faster than men but with a slightly broader range of times when they succeed.


•About 38 per cent of crossings are achieved by swimmers from the UK.


•While performances are marginally quicker on a neap tide than on a spring tide, it is does not seem to make much difference.


•On 16 May 2016, Briton Howard James did the earliest crossing of the year, in 13 hours 13 minutes. On 3 November 2016, he did the latest, in 11 hours 38 minutes. His performances were to raise money for The Alexa Trust, a charity that he and his wife had set up in memory of their daughter, who had died as a baby.
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Webb Becomes a Legend


‘Nothing great is easy.’


Words commemorating Captain Matthew Webb.


In 1875, Captain Matthew Webb became the first person to swim the English Channel without any artificial aid. Or did he? One constant strand in the history of long-distance swimming is its ability to generate speculation, controversies and false claims. And there is no more disputed topic than the identity of the original individual who crossed the Strait of Dover under their own steam.
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Captain Matthew Webb.





Just over half a century before Webb completed his feat, Giovan Maria Salati, an Italian soldier in Napoleon’s army, was found semi-conscious on a beach near to Boulogne on the northern coast of France. The story goes that, after being captured at the Battle of Waterloo, Salati had been imprisoned on a hulk moored in the harbour at Dover. It was not clear how he had got to France, but there was a suggestion that in August 1817 he had jumped from the prison ship and escaped by swimming. Salati died in 1879, and in 1911 the French periodical La Vie au Grand Air published a claim by one of his descendants that he had been the first person to swim the Channel. The magazine delighted in the fact that ‘it would be historically correct and glorious for France to know that it is a modest hero of our Grand Army who holds the record for the greatest swimming feat of our era’.


Subsequent texts, including the book Una Beffa che Frutto il Primato (‘A Mockery that earned a Record’, 1989), and the authoritative newspaper Corriere Della Sera, would claim that the achievement belonged not to France, but to Italy. All the reports were, unsurprisingly, short on any details of the actual swim. Salati was nonetheless honoured in his birthplace of Malesco in Piedmont with a parade, and a marble plaque was later placed on his childhood home. The Italian swimming federation recognises him as the first person to make the crossing, and, when the Milan-based newspaper La Gazzetta Dello Sport published a list of Italian Channel swimmers, Salati was at the top. The truth is, as Corriere Della Sera has stated, that it is a ‘pity this prestigious feat cannot be more rigorously authenticated’. Some reports say he used a bundle of straw for buoyancy.


Clearly, there is considerable doubt as to the authenticity of Italy’s claim. Salati’s state of fitness would have been much diminished if he had been subject to two years of imprisonment. If he was able to swim, there is no way of knowing whether he might have had the benefit of an aid such as a raft or some sort of lifebelt. The story throws up many questions that just cannot be answered.


Webb’s Forerunners


Surely, it would be foolish to consider anyone other than Matthew Webb as the pioneer of this most famous long-distance swim. Webb was not entirely without predecessors, though. In 1862, an Englishman named Hoskins had lain on a raft of straw and propelled himself successfully across the Strait. In 1872, J.B. Johnson, a renowned swimmer with the Serpentine Club, set off in a fanfare of publicity in Dover. He did not last very long. After little more than an hour, he climbed back into the boat, which carried on to Calais, where he got out and swam into the dock. He was met by a crowd who believed he had swum all the way, convinced by the ship’s captain’s announcement to the effect. It was the earliest example of a bogus claim. Matthew Webb was scathing. He remarked later that ‘unless J.B. Johnson was in an exceptional state of health it would be worse than useless for him to attempt the feat again’ (Webb,1876). Johnson never did try again.


In 1875, American adventurer and innovator Paul Boyton made the crossing wearing an inflatable rubber suit of his own design – invaluable against the cold – and using a paddle as well as a small sail for propulsion. The attention that he received, along with a telegram from Queen Victoria, was an inspiration for the young Matthew Webb, further galvanising his determination to take on the challenge.




The Making of a Legend


Matthew Webb was born in Dawley, Shropshire, where he is commemorated today by a memorial. He first learnt to swim at the age of seven in the River Severn, close to the family home at Coalbrookdale. The Industrial Revolution was in full flow and the river and nearby countryside provided an appealing escape from the factories and the boats and barges for the young lad and his friends. He became a lifelong advocate of children learning to swim as a boy, having used his skills at the age of eight, when, together with his elder brother Matthew, he saved his younger brother Charles from drowning (Watson, 2000).


Webb’s love of the water and fascination for adventure stories led him at the age of 12 to be apprenticed on a training ship, The Conway. As he later recalled, ‘I was an imaginative child and often I dreamed and pictured myself in day-dreams of performing some great feat or act of heroism’ (Elderwick, 1987). This was to prove prescient. Webb gave an early indication of his persistent nature when The Conway was forced to stop briefly in the Suez Canal, because a hawser had become entangled round the propeller. It was Webb who volunteered to try to free it. After two hours of diving under the stern and slashing at the rope, he was eventually able to sort out the problem.


When he subsequently enlisted as second mate on the luxury Cunard liner Russia, Webb was involved in an even more heroic episode. During one crossing, when the Atlantic Ocean had become particularly turbulent, he was on deck while the passengers were in the dining room trying to savour turkey in an oyster sauce. Seeing a sailor lose his footing and fall overboard, Webb immediately threw himself into the sea to try to save him. Fortunately, someone else had also seen the incident, the boat was halted, and a lifeboat was launched. After 35 minutes, they found Webb but sadly not his shipmate. The passengers quickly raised £100 to recognise Webb’s effort and gave further donations to the family of the drowned sailor as well as the lifeboat crew. In addition, Webb received a gold medal from the Royal Humane Society.


On returning to England, Webb became increasingly drawn to the idea of trying to swim the Channel. He had been inspired by the story of Lord Byron crossing the Hellespont in 1810, and irritated but simultaneously focused on his aim by the report of Johnson’s bogus attempt to cross the Strait in 1872. In 1874, he arranged a meeting with Robert Watson, a former competitive swimmer and renowned sports journalist. Although Watson was not immediately impressed by Webb, with his outlandish tales of being a seaman, he was sufficiently struck by his ambition to introduce him to Professor Frederick Beckwith. Beckwith agreed to test Webb’s abilities in a trial in the River Thames. After preparing in the Lambeth Baths in south London, Webb completed 80 minutes in the river, wearing out the oarsmen in the boat before showing any sign of fatigue. Although it was too late for an attempt on the Channel that year, it was decided that Webb should continue his training over the winter.


Webb’s Two Attempts


As part of his preparations during 1875, Webb swam from Blackwall in east London to Gravesend in Kent, a distance of 28.9km (18 miles), in 4 hours 52 minutes, albeit with a strong tide. He had also covered the a route from Dover to Ramsgate. His first attempt on the Channel was scheduled for 12 August 1875. Swimming breaststroke, as usual, he managed seven hours before a severe squall forced him to admit that it was no use continuing: ‘There is too much sea on.’ The effort was abandoned. The second attempt began on 24 August. After a good deep sleep induced by a few glasses of hot whisky, and a smearing of porpoise oil to help combat the cold, he set off from Admiralty Pier at 12.56pm, accompanied by a boat captained by George Toms.


An eyewitness account in The Field (otherwise known as ‘The Country Gentleman’s Newspaper’) recorded how smooth the water was, allowing Webb to achieve 20 strokes a minute. Heading for Cap Gris-Nez, the promontory on the French coast that is the target for so many swimmers, for the first four hours he swam straight out into the Channel, then the current began to drive him in a large Z-shaped trajectory. Occasionally getting tangled up in seaweed and avoiding gambolling porpoises, Webb nonetheless made steady progress, consuming coffee, cod-liver oil, beef tea and even some brandy. Getting to within two and half miles of Cap Gris-Nez, he then found himself having to battle the tide to land on French soil. He was now swimming on a north-east diagonal direction towards Calais, parallel to the shore.


The final period of the swim was reported in the Daily Telegraph and Dover Chronicle by the journalist accompanying the crossing:


They were two hours of the greatest anxiety to those who were watching the efforts of the gallant swimmer and of perfect torture to Webb, whose pale and haggard face told of thorough exhaustion, but his indomitable pluck would not allow him to give up with the prize so near. As he grew weaker the wind and tide became stronger and, still he held on with the most marvellous perseverance, although the seas were breaking over him and obstructing his movements towards land.


A gig (small boat) came out from Calais and positioned itself on the windward side of Webb, giving him some protection from the elements. One of the men on the boat alongside Webb plunged into the water to help him through the last stages. Over the last few strokes, the men in a mail boat nearby started singing ‘Rule Britannia’. Toms was in tears, yelling, ‘He’ll do it.’ Webb continued to advance, but painfully slowly, scarcely moving in the water because of fatigue, as he battled to land on the sands to the south of Calais.


Urged on by the men in the boats and the gathering spectators on the shore, Webb reached solid ground at last, tried to stand upright, then staggered forward, one eye almost closed from the effects of the water. He fell on to the sand and was finally collected from the shallows by two men from the mail boat. It was 10.41am and he had swum for 21 hours 45 minutes. Later he said, ‘I can only say that the moment when I touched the Calais sands and felt the French soil beneath my feet is one which I will never forget were I to live for 100 years.’


A horse-drawn trap had arrived from Calais and Webb was taken to the Hotel de Paris in the town to begin his recovery. Word of his achievement spread across France and Britain, and around the world. After arriving at the hotel, still smelling strongly of porpoise grease, he was greeted by crowds of well-wishers who came into the lobby to gaze at the hero. Webb drank a glass of hot port and water and went upstairs for a nap. He was awakened by a doctor, who discovered that he had a temperature of 101 degrees Fahrenheit, but this did not seem to disturb either man unduly. Webb got up, went downstairs, had some food and smoked a cigar as the town’s residents thronged the hotel to catch a glimpse of what they described as an ‘extraordinary being, half man, half fish’. Webb then returned to his room for a longer sleep.


On the next day, Webb prepared to return to Dover. One of his companions, J.G. Chambers, later told of the settling of the hotel’s account, which included 50 francs for the doctor, who had done little more than take his temperature, check his pulse and examine his tongue. Webb pointed out to the manager that, because of the means by which he had arrived in France, he was not carrying any money. However, he promised that ‘he would take care to bring the amount for the doctor with him the next time he swam over and would also present him with his portrait’.


Acclaim for Webb


It is difficult, when reading about the press reaction to Webb’s record-breaking feat, to understand how it compares in the public consciousness with any subsequent sporting or physical achievement. It seems to have aroused more admiration than even the 1953 conquest of Everest, Roger Bannister’s first sub four-minute mile the following year and England’s 1966 World Cup victory. The public could certainly relate to Webb’s performance, because a swim from the Kent coast to mainland Europe was so readily understood, and many people were of course familiar with that stretch of water. The Times displayed unusual hyperbole in their assertion that it was ‘quite certain that nothing like this feat has ever been accomplished before’. The London Evening Standard described Webb as ‘the first and greatest swimmer the world has ever seen’ and then plunged into historical military associations by intoning, ‘This is the stuff of which the hearts of oak of the old days were made, which won Cressy, Trafalgar, Waterloo and Delhi for us.’


The renowned poet Algernon Charles Swinburne added his own eulogy: ‘What a glorious thing is the triumph of Captain Webb. What a supremely great man he would be in Greece. Man indeed – he would (and should) be deified on the spot’. The Hornet magazine expressed its admiration in a rhyming couplet:


Britannia glories in her son! He greater glory giveth!


And Matthew Webb’s name shall live as long as England liveth.


A huge crowd greeted Webb on his arrival in Dover, despite many people having gone to the local horse races. The crowd was eager to shake his hand or even just touch him, as if some of his heroism would be transferred to them. Webb seemed scarcely to comprehend the extent of the enthusiasm of the spectators and, when he reached The Flying Horse hotel, there were letters and telegrams, notes and invitations, the most pressing of which was to be a guest that night at dinner with the officers of the 24th Regiment at the local Citadel Barracks. Seemingly embarrassed by all the attention, Webb left Dover, surrounded by well-wishers at the station and accompanied by a band striking up ‘See the Conquering Hero Comes’. He took the train to London and then on to Shropshire.


His arrival at his destination, Wellington Station in the Midlands, was marked by an even more tumultuous welcome – he was a local boy and there had been time to prepare an extravagant reception. With the spectators cheering him as the ‘Honour of Shropshire’, local dignitaries mingled with old friends to celebrate his achievement. There was a torchlight procession to Coalbrookdale. The leader of the reception committee had difficulty in having his words heard because of the noise of the crowd cheering.


After the Swim


The enthusiastic support for Webb was sustained for several days, with subscription lists being set up and money pouring in for his benefit. Donations sharply increased on his return to London, as he attended further functions and institutions, including the Stock Exchange, where more than 400 people gave £1 each.


But how long could the enthusiasm last? The Times was prescient when it wrote on 25 September, ‘Can there be any position more awful than that of a man who has been a nine days’ wonder on the morning of the tenth day?’ For the rest of his relatively short life, Webb became focused on trying to remain in the public eye. There were fewer opportunities for him to benefit financially from his exploit than there would be today. Although the Webb Testimonial Fund added up to a healthy total of 2,424 pounds 4 shillings and 11 pence, some of the money had to be given to his father, who had become ill, and even the investment of £2,000 meant that he received an annual income of just £89. He became involved in a series of races both in the UK and in the United States, where his fame was considerable, but he remained dissatisfied because nothing brought him either the prestige or the money that he had enjoyed following his Channel crossing. In 1883, now married to Madeleine and with two children to support, he decided to concentrate his ambitions on swimming through the Whirlpool Rapids at the base of Niagara Falls. Scorning those who said such an attempt was doomed, he set off for the United States.


The Falls had been the site of various extravagant stunts in the nineteenth century, including tightrope walks by the legendary Charles Blondin, and crossings by the Australian Henry Bellini, who also combined his walks with a leap into the water, breaking his ribs on the second occasion. When a reporter from the New York Herald asked Matthew Webb about the effort to cross the Whirlpool Rapids, he declared that it was ‘angriest bit of water in the world’, but proudly added that he was ‘strong enough and skilled enough to get through’. The plan was that he would be taken close to the Whirlpool Rapids by a local boatman named John McCloy. McCloy tried at the last moment to dissuade Webb, but the Englishman dived into the water without hesitation, watched by a handful of spectators on the suspension bridge. For about nine minutes he managed to keep on a steady course. When he entered the Rapids, however, the tumultuous water began to sweep over him, lifting him up high and tossing him about like a cork. The moment he had recovered from one wave, another would arrive, and he had yet to enter the actual whirlpool, situated between two jagged rocks. When he did, it was all over very quickly. Another large wave covered him and he was sucked down and out of sight.


Webb’s corpse was subsequently found almost 13km (8 miles) downstream, floating face down with a deep hole in his head extending to his brain, and cuts to his body from being thrown against the rocks by the force of the waves. He was still wearing the costume he had used for crossing the Channel. He was identified by the tattoo of an anchor on his right arm, although his flesh was bloated from its time in the water. He was buried in the nearby Oakwood Cemetery.


As Webb’s mentor Robert Watson remarked in his memoirs, the swimmer’s object had been ‘not suicide but money and imperishable fame’. Webb may have failed to earn any money from his foolhardy effort, but he has remained a most revered figure to this day. He is familiar to so many people as the first person to swim the Channel and there are monuments to him both in Dawley and on the seafront of Dover, where he stares out across the harbour to the stretch of water that has been crossed subsequently by hundreds of swimmers. He is the man whose original feat has inspired people for almost 150 years and many of those who aspire to emulate him will take time out from a training session in the harbour to pay homage to his statue. Webb was a true pioneer, whose example serves to strengthen the resolve of those who follow him in this lonely task.




Webb’s Successors


The first person officially to succeed Webb in crossing the Channel unaided was another British swimmer, Thomas Burgess, in 1911, but there were numerous attempts in the intervening years. One notable disputed effort came in 1890, when the American Davis Dalton set off from Boulogne swimming backstroke. A log of the swim reported that a crossing had been achieved in 23 hours 30 minutes, observed by a journalist from The Times. Everyone involved was adamant that the distance had been completed without aid and without entering the accompanying boat. Although there were widespread doubts about the veracity of Dalton’s claim, his ability was later demonstrated to the public when he swam backstroke for 16 hours in a pool in Folkestone. Indeed, after studying the log, Sam Rockett, a leading figure of cross-Channel swimming of the 1950s, concluded in his book It’s Cold in the Channel that the crossing should be validated.


If Dalton did complete the feat, he was a rarity – before the authenticated success of Thomas Burgess in 1911, there were at least 71 attempts. Of all these, Dalton’s was the only one that made a claim to having been successful. Some came desperately close, such as those by the Scottish swimmer Jabez Wolffe, who is thought to have tried 22 times (although the Dover Museum only lists 19 dates). On several occasions, he swam for at least 15 hours and on four occasions he got to within a mile of the shore. Quoted by the Boy’s Own Paper in 1914, he regretted that he had not been ‘overburdened by what is known as luck’. Wolffe used a different technique from many of his contemporaries. Although some swimmers had graduated from breaststroke to front crawl, many used the Trudgen stroke, named after John Trudgen, who had admired and adopted the style used by some native South Americans. It employed the same alternate overarm technique and scissors leg kick as front crawl, but the head was kept out of the water, staring straight ahead. Because of this positioning, the legs and lower body were lower in the water, thus hampering the forward motion. Wolffe used overarm sidestroke – very rarely seen today – in which the athlete was on their side, completing a scissors kick on one side, with one arm pulling underneath the body and the other completing an overarm stroke. It was a relaxing technique for long distances and Wolffe could face the accompanying boat all the time. Sometimes, Wolffe’s stroke rate of 29 to 32 per minute was given extra encouragement by a set of bagpipes being played by a Pipe-Major Nicholl. On one occasion, he was certain that he was bumped by a shark, although not necessarily of the most lethal kind.




Wounded in the First World War, Wolffe later trained several female swimmers who went on to complete the crossing that had always been beyond his grasp. In 1925, he coached the American Gertrude Ederle (see Chapter 2). On her first attempt to conquer the Strait, she was apparently furious when Wolffe ordered an accompanying swimmer to escort her out of the water, thereby disqualifying her from claiming the record. There were scurrilous rumours that he had done this because he had previously said that it was impossible for a woman to achieve the feat – which of course he himself had failed to do. Was he a misogynist? Maybe. After Ederle’s eventual success, he is believed to have said that the next swimmer would have to be blonde: ‘Genuinely blonde. Brunettes are not stickers. They give in. They are not stickers.’ In fact, Ederle was a brunette.


The official successor to Matthew Webb, Thomas Burgess, sometimes known as Bill, was brought up in Rotherham, Yorkshire. He moved to France in 1889 after being given the opportunity by the Earl of Shrewsbury to set up the French brand of the Shrewsbury and Chalinor Rubber company. An experienced swimmer, he represented France at the 1900 Olympics, winning a bronze medal in the open-water event and finishing fourth in the 200 metres backstroke. He then began to focus on conquering the Strait of Dover. After 16 unsuccessful attempts, he finally achieved his goal at the age of 40, in September 1911, fuelled by a solid breakfast of ham and eggs – according to Burgess, they were ‘splendid to swim on’. Although his preparation had been limited – he admitted to having covered no more than six miles in training – he completed the distance in 22 hours 35 minutes, using overarm sidestroke. It was not an easy experience. He said later, ‘I was never unconscious on the way, though I sometimes go to sleep in the water, but suffered from hallucinations and saw all sorts of horrible things, too horrible to describe.’ He struggled against the tide to get a landing and missed Cap Gris-Nez by 400 yards, admitting that ‘the last five miles, the swimmer’s mile, as they call it, took me seven and a half hours’.


Despite having continued to live in France, representing that country at the Olympics and being married to a Frenchwoman, Burgess still felt a strong attachment to his country of birth. When King George V sent him a message of congratulations, Burgess replied, ‘Its receipt has given me more pleasure than the accomplishment of the feat itself. I am proud to be an Englishman and your subject.’


Soon, Britain and France would be allies in the First World War, and Channel swimming would be forgotten as the sounds of battle reverberated over the water separating the two nations. The sea would become the route by which boats would transport British soldiers to the trenches and bunkers of the Front, as well as bringing home the wounded and shell-shocked.







Two Brunettes


‘I can’t swim wearing more stuff than you hang on a clothes-line.’ (Annette Kellerman)


There were two notable dark-haired women who tried the crossing in this era – presumably Wolffe would have approved. In 1900, Baroness Walpurga von Isacescu from Vienna managed 24.1km (15 miles) in 10 hours. In 1905, Annette Kellerman from Australia lined up with Thomas Burgess and five other male aspirants on the Kent coast for a second cross-Channel race (the first had been two years previously). All the men were naked, since it was believed costumes would be a drag on their movement. They all failed. For modesty’s sake, Kellerman was a mile down the coast, wearing goggles sealed with bear’s grease and, scandalously, a one-piece suit instead of traditional pantaloons. She did not complete a Channel crossing, even after three attempts, but she did go on to set up her own swimwear line and to have a glamorous film career. According to one story, she was arrested and charged in Boston in 1907 for wearing the one-piece costume on a beach, but the judge accepted that the suit was necessary ‘for unrestricted movement when swimming’. She subsequently set up a swimwear brand which became immensely popular in the United States.
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