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‘Around us the illusion of infinite space or
of no space, ourselves and the obscure shore
which it seems we could touch, the
water between an absence.’


Margaret Atwood, Surfacing




the lakes




	Krumme Lanke


	Templiner See


	Habermannsee


	Liepnitzsee


	Flughafensee


	Straussee


	Orankesee


	Motzener See


	Pätzer Vordersee


	Pätzer Tonsee


	Möllensee


	Werlsee


	Mühlenbecker See


	Teufelsee


	Nymphensee


	Wandlitzer See


	Kleiner Lottschesee


	Bernsteinsee


	Kiessee


	Krumme Lake


	Karpfenteich


	Sacrower See


	Stechlinsee


	Klein Köriser See


	Bogensee


	Großer Tonteich


	Lubowsee


	Rangsdorfer See


	Heiligensee


	Frauensee


	Butzersee


	Plötzensee


	Schlachtensee


	Bötzsee


	Stolzenhagener See


	Neuer See


	Zeesener See


	Güterfelder Haussee


	Mechesee


	Schwielowsee


	Groß Glienicker See


	Großer Müggelsee


	Neuendorfer See


	Springsee


	Helenesee


	Jungfernsee


	Wannsee


	Schermützelsee


	Großer Däbersee


	Tornower See


	Teupitzer See


	Hellsee
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prologue


It slips over me like cool silk. The intimacy of touch uninhibited, rising around my legs, over my waist, my breasts, up to my collarbone. When I throw back my head and relax, the lake runs into my ears. The sound of it is a muffled roar, the vibration of the body amplified by water, every sound felt as if in slow motion.


Above water, it is entirely light. The sun pours over the tips of the forest, washing the surface of the lake in warmth. I feel it on my face, warm in the air, as I lie afloat. Eyes open, there is only blue, no clouds. The edge of my vision is framed with pine, its golden pollen thick in the air.


Soon I will roll on to my front and submerge the rest of my body. I’ll pull broad, arcing breast-strokes underwater, coming up between them for breaths. I’ll feel the slight pressure on my palms as my arms sweep outwards, the gentle thrust of my legs as they spread and join again, the movement elliptical, repeated. Limbs stretched wide and then tight to my body again, my stroke as concise as a water strider dancing at the lake’s surface.


But for a moment I stay on my back, moving at the border between air and water.




summer






Stratification: As the lake warms, the water separates into three layers. The coldest, the hypolimnion, sinks to the bottom. The warmest, the epilimnion, sits at the top of the lake. Between them is a zone of instability, the thermocline.










under water


A swimmer can sense the turning of the lake. There’s a moment in the season when the water changes. It isn’t something you can see, it’s something you can feel. In spring, the winter ice melts, and the warm and cold of the lake intermingle, flowing together. In summer, as the lake grows warm, a green froth of algae caps the surface of the water, and when it cools again in autumn, the green disappears. The air thins. The leaves flash red and gold. And the water ‘turns’.


You come to know the consistent cool of spring and the stagnant warmth at the top of a summer lake. When the water clears in the autumn, you can feel it: the lake feels cleaner on your arms, less like velvet and more like cut glass. And then winter comes, sharper than ever. Swimming year-round means greeting the lake’s changes.


There is an English expression for the lake’s changes: the ‘breaking of the meres’. It describes the point in late summer when shallow lakes – meres – turn a turbid blue-green, algae breaking atop the surface like yeast froths on beer. The Germans also have a word for the green of summer: umkippen. It describes the point when the water has turned to slick green, fizzling with iridescent algae.


But the breaking of the meres and umkippen capture only that single moment of algal rupture, the death of the lake from too much algae and too little oxygen. We tend to notice the obvious thing – the emerging sheen of an algal bloom – and reduce a word’s meaning to that tiny moment, that fleck of green on the surface.


The lake’s turning – ‘lake stratification’ and ‘overturn’ – runs deeper, taking in an entire year’s worth of changes in the water. Turning is perpetual. It points to the wider transformations in the water, as layers below billow and rearrange themselves beneath the surface. Even in winter, the lake is alive beneath the ice.


I long for the ice. The sharp cut of freezing water on my feet. The immeasurable black of the lake at its coldest. Swimming then means cold, and pain, and elation.


When I was twenty-eight, almost as if by accident, I was sent to Berlin on a five-month research placement. I moved into a second-floor Altbau flat, one of the crumbling, enormous apartments that looks straight out of a Stasi spy drama. And from this old place with an old cellar that had once been used for escape tunnels, I set out into a world of pine and silken water, of craggy cobbles and peeling paint.


Berlin resembled the other places I’ve called home – Canada, Britain – but only in glimpses: in the way the skeletal pines would edge the lake, in how the old stones would grow thick with moss. Pain, brightness, loss and renewal were layered in the landscape: in the lush shade of Tiergarten, which in my grandfather’s days was barren, razed and desperately carved up for allotments, and in the crooked edges of concrete that had slowly been dismantled as kids my age grew up. I was three when the Berlin Wall came down. I don’t remember it, but I came to know it in my own way.


The footprint of the Wall was turned into a hiking trail. Pavements stopped you in your tracks, Stolpersteine, brass stumbling stones marking the lost. Roads radiated out like a dial, a stretched palm pressed on to the city. I thought the roads here had to be so wide, if only to hold the ghosts.


Half a year later, as I was retreating from the deep end of depression, I surfaced with the bizarre notion that the solution to my problems lay in swimming. I felt furious that I had succumbed to the dark vacancy of my moods, as though it were my fault. My heart was broken. Above all, I thought that swimming might help me find some new place in the world in a year in which I’d changed address five times. A place in a city that wasn’t mine, and that held layered in its streets a century of change and grief, ghosts in the landscape. Naively, perhaps, I believed that if I could find that place in the middle of the lake where every feeling slipped away, I might undo the hurt.


I’d moved again – this time into a stark white room with ceilings thrice my height – but spent only a few moments unpacking and settling in before turning my eyes to the map. The city at its centre, cut through by a fan of  broad avenues and the rivers, the sudden countryside at its edges. Hundreds of spots of blue multiplied exponentially as the city lines crept into the surrounding land. These lakes and rivers – their intricate weave of water laid on to the flat North German Plain by retreating glaciers in the last ice age – had worked a tiny hook into my heart, and I could do nothing for it but swim.


Perhaps it was a drastic response. In depression, I had become someone I hadn’t wanted to be, emptied and hardened. I felt that I had to respond to it in kind, as if lake water might blast away my sadness and fear. So I decided to swim for a year, in the hope of finding some reserve of joy and courage in myself. It was a means of greeting the ghosts – mine and others – as they appeared around unknown corners. I knew there was no untouched landscape here: there is hurt that cannot be undone. I wanted to find a way to negotiate it, to live with it.


Of all the lakes near to the city, I planned to swim in fifty-two, a whole year’s worth, stretching my swims out through each season. Prone to rules, I kept the parameters simple: no cars, no wetsuits. I could take friends from time to time. My daily life would continue as normal. I was in the final year of my doctorate, finalising and refining a dissertation in environmental history. I was living an ocean away from family and home. There was pressure to hold things together. Swimming would be a way of staying with my fears, a way of staying in place. Above all, I sought to find some balance in it.


The summer in Berlin began coolly and then arrived fully formed, hot. Bright swathes of sunlight stretched over the cobbles, and the sky painted itself cornflower blue. The temperature rose and the air thickened only slightly as a hot, dry June settled on the city.


I looked at the map, traced my fingers over the lakes I knew – Krumme Lanke, Weißer See, Liepnitzsee, Bötzsee, Mühlenbecker See – and decided, as if by habit, to start at the beginning. Krumme Lanke, my first German lake.




the swimmer’s view


There is a bay in central Ontario, two hours north of Toronto, in the heart of Canada’s ‘Cottage Country’. It is a place of rock, water and vast expanse. I swim there whenever I’m back in Canada, but for most of my childhood I wouldn’t swim in it at all. The depth and the darkness of the water kept me on the shore, terrified. The tangle of water milfoil in the shallows, to my mind, was a danger: grasping hands of water weed, clutching at my legs. It wasn’t a place for swimming.


But it was the land my parents chose. Both immigrants to Canada, they set about approximating the ideal life. My father arrived in the early 1970s, carrying twenty dollars in his pocket. He’d left school in Wales at sixteen, set off across Europe doing odd jobs until he boarded his first Boeing 747. He arrived to a tangle of Canadian suburban houses in need of renovation, so he became a travelling salesman, replacing ageing clapboard and glass up and down the province. Within a decade, he was running his own business, hiring other salesmen like him.


My mother arrived at twenty in 1974, speaking English only in fragments. Her credits from secretarial college in Taiwan weren’t recognised in Canada, so she was sent to complete grade twelve at her local high school. She spent the year out of place, longing for home. And then she married my father, an anchor in a foreign land.


By the 1980s, our family was living in the Canadian suburbs, learning to be Canadian. My sister Nika and I were enrolled in primary school on weekdays, Chinese school on weekends, ice-skating lessons, summer camp, ballet. We moved from one suburb to a nicer one. My father designed the logo for his home renovations business, a maple leaf to dot the ‘i’. We were sent for swimming lessons at the YMCA, because swimming lessons seemed essential in a land full of water. Neither of my parents could swim.


Like my mother, we spoke Mandarin at first, but in time the words disappeared. We spoke only English at home. In school, they taught us French.


Now, halfway across the world, as I’ve learned to speak German, I think of this. Of the language I lost and those I’ve gained. Of the places that have reshaped who I am and where I find home.


I remember the sound of my mother walking through the door at the end of the day. ‘[image: image]’, ‘Wŏ huíláile’ – one of the refrains in Mandarin that she repeated, as if speaking to no one. I’ve always thought this meant ‘I’m home’, but I’ve learned that it means only, ‘I’m back’, or ‘I’ve returned’. But ‘[image: image]’, ‘return’, the small box tucked safely within another box, is a kind of comfort. The origin of the character is in a spiral, referring to a kind of regularity, the rotation of coming and going. Home as the place you return to.


From time to time, the words take shape in my mouth when I walk through my apartment door in Berlin. A kind of routine, the same way the patch of shore-line from which I swim represents safety. Fragments of Chinese slipping out between English and German, as I press new words and places into place. Return. Home is as much in a language as it is in a landscape.


The German word Landschaft implies a cultural landscape. It’s built into the very idea. To speak about landscape in Germany is to speak of a place shaped by people, and given the past century’s history, it hasn’t always been easy to speak about. But agricultural fields, the romanticised places of forest and hillside, the many-storied rivers that traverse the country: all of these are cultural, on some level, shaped by and shaping culture.


The name Berlin, so the story goes, stems from an old Slavic word for ‘swamp’. Hardly an attractive beginning, but it is an accurate name nonetheless: Berlin is built on wet ground. The Spree and Havel Rivers slide across the city, damp cobbles edge the canals, ground-water rises from the sandy soil. A ring of water surrounds Berlin: a speckled landscape of lakes. Fresh water rushes into former sand quarries, moorland slopes into marshland, rivers slip and swell across the flat ground.


Brandenburg surrounds Berlin. A countryside at odds with the city, it is the place I least expected to love. Berliners joke about Brandenburg: ‘its poverty’, ‘its backwardness’, ‘its bigotry’. They ask if I’ve been given a hard time by neo-Nazis. They warn me that I’ll have to improve my German skills if I’m to make it. All of this holds a grain of truth.


But before any of that, I knew it for its water. To leave the city, to swim, you need to know Brandenburg. It’s a place of summer afternoons, holiday homes and forest trails. It’s a place where silviculture thrives, where people farm and people live. It’s a place that’s made me stronger.


Picture an eagle with its wings outstretched. That’s Brandenburg. Berlin is at its heart. To know Berlin’s landscape means to know Brandenburg’s too.


In 1862, Theodor Fontane, one of Germany’s most celebrated nineteenth-century realist writers, began to document his travels through the region. His five-volume Rambles Through the March of Brandenburg took twenty-seven years to complete and remains one of the most popular works of German travel writing. While the book has remained popular in Brandenburg, the relative inaccessibility of the landscape until 1989 has meant that the book has been somewhat overlooked amongst English-speakers. It remains, however, a detailed and personal portrait of Brandenburg before the turn of the twentieth century, mindful of its precariousness in the face of industrialisation. From the forested, sparsely populated north-west of the region to the marshland at its east, his accounts speak of a place grounded in water, a place that came to thrive through its aquatic prosperity.


I began reading Fontane’s Rambles when I moved to Berlin, translating passages from German in fragments, searching the text for lakes and towns I knew. His was a landscape shaped by storytelling and by memory. His was a Brandenburg untouched by the twentieth century, layers beneath the place I’ve come to know.


Like me, Fontane spent his early career in London, documenting his life in the city, and his travels in England and Scotland. The British are known for a love of landscape writing, an intimate love of historical minutiae written in the ground. Fontane brought that love to Brandenburg, attempting to discover his home landscape lest some foreigner do it on his behalf. A hundred and fifty years later, I can’t ignore the humour in this.


The borders of Brandenburg then were somewhat different, and the fields are now more monotonous. In the centuries preceding and succeeding Fontane’s Rambles, it changed dramatically, but many of the places Fontane documented remain. The lakes, most of all.


The North German Plain, formed during the last ice age, is a lowland shaped by water: the cratered lakes carved into the ground, the north-flowing rivers formed from glacial spillways and the porous sheath of sand left behind by the ice. Many of the dips and depressions that make up the three thousand or so lakes in Brandenburg arrived as the glaciers retreated across the north of Europe some ten thousand years ago. It’s a place marked by flatness, by flat agricultural ground crowned with forest. Today, its highest points are wind turbines, scattered like seeds across the land.


In many places, the region turned to marsh. In the Havelland, west of Berlin, Fontane wrote that cattle would get stuck in the mire while searching for dry ground. East of the city, the Oderbruch was so waterlogged it stood under ten feet of water in the spring. Mists hung over the marshes, impenetrable wastes vastly unlike the fertile Fens of England. The marshes of Brandenburg kept people out. That was before the land was drained and dried out in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries under Frederick William I and his son, Frederick the Great, with the help of Dutch engineers. Over the course of a hundred years, what was malarial marshland became monotonous, productive field. Along with the marshes, Brandenburg lost much of its native flora and fauna.


There aren’t bears here now, but there are wolves. Small numbers of them, coming back from the east, travelling amidst the trees. Hunted to extinction over a century ago, protection has brought them back to Brandenburg’s endless stretches of forest. A third of Brandenburg is woodland, but mostly the predictable, managed kind: Scots pine in succession, awaiting harvest.


In the flat, deeply-altered spaces of Brandenburg – cultivated forest, canalised marshland, restored moorland – there is no landscape without people. There is no wilderness.


Instead, there is intimacy. The intimacy of a landscape shaped by history, of a place that holds the record of human joy and sadness. It is a place that is more than simply human: of mushrooms, the element of surprise; of mosses, their complexity just out of reach. Above all, it is a place of water. The most intimate of all.


Rilke, in ‘Die Gazelle’, describes the moment in swimming when one finds oneself reflected in the water:






wie wenn beim Baden


im Wald die Badende sich unterbricht:


den Waldsee im gewendeten Gesicht.


(as when,
while swimming in some isolated place,
a girl hears leaves rustle, and turns to look:
the forest pool reflected in her face.)








In the stillness of the lakes, the border between nature and culture is thinned. Swimming takes place at this border, as if constantly searching for home. Water is a place in which I don’t belong, but where I find myself nonetheless. Out of my culture, out of my depth.


Swimming out of my depth still feels new and terrifying. Between strokes, a gap opens and is filled by every horrible thought of what could happen, every idea of what is beneath me and an overwhelming darkness. Thick and liquid fear rises in my chest. And I panic.


I now know how to work with this. Lashing my eyes to a spot on the horizon, I swim forward and think only of what is above the water, that snow-globe arc of a world full of beauty. The ‘frog’s eye view’, says Roger Deakin. I stay there, and feel only the sensation of water running across bare skin. Fear can be dissolved.


But once in a while it returns, a heavy pressure that weighs like deep water on my heart. And I’m at the bottom of the YMCA pool, looking up through the clouded, chlorinated blue at the feet of other children. Their legs are dangling off the edge of an enormous yellow foam duck. I can’t breathe. I’m underwater. I don’t know what to do, and I don’t know how to swim.


It’s one of my oldest memories – I don’t now know how many of its scenes have been added by my parents’ recollections, but I know they’ve tampered with it. Otherwise I wouldn’t see them so clearly, banging their fists on the observation deck window, trying to get a lifeguard’s attention. It’s the same every time. They look down on the pool and bang their fists, and their love and fear is liquid clear. I’m at the bottom of the pool staring at dangling, tiny feet. The distance feels immeasurable.


The YMCA in London, Ontario had one of those retractable-bottomed pools, which could go from shallow paddling pool to diving pool with the press of an enormous red button. We used to watch the floor heave upwards before swimming lessons and downwards when the big kids would arrive. So it could have been really deep. I was only three, maybe four years old; the water felt twenty feet deep.


I sit on the bottom for an eternity, water weighing on me, before a whistle blows and a lifeguard in red shorts breaks the surface and swims down, grabbing me in one arm and drawing me to the surface as if it’s the easiest thing in the world. The distance from the bottom of the pool to the world above is nothing to an adult.


They didn’t give me CPR, but for a time I wished they had. As if it would justify my later terror, render it serious. I remember the fear and the anger. My parents’ anger. It took far too long for someone to notice that I’d fallen off the yellow foam duck. Someone, I would insist for years, had pushed me. Why had no one noticed?


Now, I laugh a little at the idea of drowning because I’d fallen off a floating foam duck. Nothing about it makes the fear any smaller, any less real, when I’m in the middle of a lake and it comes back, and I panic all over again. But the sight of an enormous foam animal at a kiddie pool or at the beach will still send me into inexplicable laughter.


We’re laughing loudly, and the leaves are shaking in unison. The wood was still before we got here, but now the little slips of green leaf are in movement with the wind, and light flows in between them and falls to the muddy ground. I turn back and look at Sennah, Rosie and Joy, asking where they would like to stop. They’re over from Canada and I’m trying my best to show them the city. The best spot, I tell them, is around the corner.


They trust me, so they walk on, still laughing about some joke while I move ahead into the silent wood. Just a few yards ahead, I’m able to greet the silence, to have a moment’s breath. But I’m glad for their laughter, the raucous noise and the company. It is only the beginning of June, the beginning of my year of swimming, but I’m already afraid I’m going to be alone in this.


The lake is to our left, and as we round the curve of a small inlet it shines blue and black under the sun and wind. In the shelter of the wood it felt warmer, but here on the small, terraced arc of sand, the wind skips out across the surface, and it feels less like summer. My friends look wary.


Undressing, I step into the water – familiar, but I haven’t been here since New Year’s Day, when it was capped with ice. Now that it’s warm again, I think not of the ice but of the sun-drenched summer afternoons I spent here last year, when I first came to Berlin. I swam in Krumme Lanke often when I moved to the city, before I knew any other lake here, when I hadn’t yet made any friends. I’d moved and taken a research position in the city’s suburbs, working away at my dissertation in environmental history. I’d begun cutting my work days short by cycling to Krumme Lanke, its thin strip of lake water marking a crisp edge along the Grunewald.


The Grunewald sits on the west side of Berlin, a thick swathe of green forest – literally, grüner Wald – preserved from development. Once a royal hunting reserve, the forest here served as the only accessible analogue for countryside for West Berliners during the Cold War. It was my first experience of a forest in Berlin. Krumme Lanke, one of its many lakes, means ‘crooked lake’. The name stems from Slavic – as so many of the names in the east of Germany do – for ‘river bend’, ‘crook’, ‘meadow’ and ‘bay’. It is a long, skinny lake, curving at the eastern edge of the forest.


Those early days in the city, I swam alone and often, leaning my green bicycle against waterside trees and undressing between the leaves. Most days, a nearby pair of old women would swim naked and dress in the bushes, and some athletic swimmer would trace lines up and down the lake’s length. I was less ambitious. Swimming a steady breast-stroke to the lake’s centre, I would turn on to my back and spread my arms wide, blue sky stretching tree-top to tree-top, an entire world spinning with me at its centre. I didn’t know any people in the city, but I found in the middle of the lake a small, self-centred security, like a pin stuck into a map.


Now, I’m swimming out into the centre again and the water is cold – it’s only just June – and my friends are standing up to their ankles at the shore, shaking their heads. Midway across, I tread water and look down the lake’s length, grass-lined and whipped into small crests of wave. I’m cold and realise I’m in the shadow cast by an enormous cloud, so swim out farther to a blue and sun-drenched swathe of water, calling for my friends to do the same. Sennah and Joy have made it up to their waists by now, shrieking, and still eyeing me suspiciously. Rosie watches from the shore. Perhaps I ought to swim back.


When I reach them, Joy reminds me that she can’t swim, and for a moment I’m mortified. I had lost myself so quickly. I know her fear well. But she assures me that she is having fun, isn’t going out of her depth. She can’t quite believe that in a city this size it’s so easy to find such a quiet lake. The belief that enough time spent in Berlin lakes will convert anybody to open water swimming isn’t new to me, but I am relieved to hear it from her so quickly. She gets it. I paddle nearby, where the shallows drop off, and watch as she and Sennah bend their knees and submerge their shoulders in the cold.


A swimmer knows a lake through sensation; through moving from the shore-line to the centre, through the feeling of the water. Warm, thick. Cold, sharp.


But sensation alone won’t explain a lake to me. It won’t tell me how the lake came to be in the landscape, or how its seasonal changes take place. It won’t make me less afraid. For this, I turn to books. Early in the summer, I take out all the books on limnology from the Staatsbibliothek, old classics and new textbooks, as if I could encircle my fear with knowledge.


As a science of lakes – or, more accurately, a set of sciences related to inland waters – limnology has been intimately linked to Germany. The earliest institute for freshwater research – the Hydrobiologische Anstalt in Plön, on Germany’s northern coast, now the Max-Planck-Institut für Limnologie – was founded in 1892, and one of the key scientific journals of the field, Internationale Revue der gesamten Hydrobiologie und Hydrographie, was established in 1908. The field itself was named by a Swiss scientist, François-Alphonse Forel, whose turn-of-the-century study of Lake Léman in Geneva introduced the term with the intention of creating a unified, broad science, encompassing all matters of lake study. The biological, the physical and the chemical.


It is a field that thrives in a few pockets of the world, especially those plentiful with fresh water. The Great Lakes, near where I grew up, are a central focus. The Lake District in England has attracted study. And unsurprisingly, the region of Berlin and Brandenburg – with its wealth of lakes and rivers – remains a crucial focus for German limnologists.


I’m not trained as a scientist, but an environmental historian must be adaptable. For this reason, I jump between history, ethnograph and botany. Archives, interviews and plant keys. As a swimmer, limnology is another kind of key. A way to read the lakes.


A lake is shaped by all that it contains. At its most basic, it is a water-filled basin surrounded on all sides by land. But each lake takes its character from the ground  surrounding it, the water that feeds it and the biotic forms that inhabit it.


I start with a somewhat outdated classic of the field: A Treatise on Limnology by G. E. Hutchinson. His texts span lake biology and limnological botany, but the foundation of limnological study is in the geology, physics and chemistry that shape the lake in the first place.


Hutchinson begins with the formation of lakes. Were they left by glacial retreat, by volcanic activity, by tectonic movement? The non-anthropogenic lakes in Berlin and Brandenburg were shaped by glaciers, through meltwater flowing in tunnels beneath the ice and kettles left behind as the ice sheet receded. Ice accounts for not just the shape of the lakes, but for their sandy, clayey or silty lake-beds.


All of this matters to me, whether I realise it or not. The shape, depth and ground of the lake will help determine when the ice comes in winter, how completely the lake will freeze. So I find myself checking data online: lake depths, historic ice cover, water quality. The seasonal changes in a lake will be determined not just by shape, size and clarity, but also by wind skipping across the water’s surface, a subtle turbulence that mixes the water. The clarity of the water matters too, in whether it allows sunlight to the lake floor or whether the lake is at risk of stagnating in the summer. Levels of plankton and bacteria will affect the water’s clarity, and, in the interconnected world of a lake, they’ll move deeper and shallower according to the light. If nutrient levels rise too high, and oxygen levels sink too low, ‘eutrophication’ – lake death – can occur.


I mark out pages in Hutchinson’s Treatise, pressing pink Post-It notes into its ageing leaves. Like I’m learning a new language. I compare his text with newer textbooks and write emails to local lake scientists. I’ll watch for the differences between each lake as I swim. I want to feel it in the water.




a short spell


The sun is at its hottest, and there isn’t a cloud to be seen. We’re rounding a green corner and there’s a railway bridge ahead, beyond which I can see a small copse of trees. We need to be there, nearer to the water’s edge. The heat bears down on my shoulders.


As if by magic – which I know can’t last – a group of friends have decided to join me at Templiner See. Fifty-two lakes is a lot, so I’m grateful for the company. I’m only a few days into my year of swimming, and already it feels I’ve taken on too much.


They’re trusting me to navigate, though I’ve never been here before, and they’ve absent-mindedly followed me for a mile to get here. I worry their patience is growing thin. They must hate me. It’s too hot to be out here, looking across the enormous expanse of deep blue. I pray silently that the right spot will materialise around the next corner. It has to.


Potsdam orbits at Berlin’s edge like a small satellite planet. The capital of Brandenburg, it sits quietly outside of Berlin, an ordered scene of palaces and gardens cut through with busy roadways. Last winter, construction workers found an unexploded Second World War bomb underground in the midst of this commuter town. People were evacuated; trains stopped; disposal experts did their careful work. These fragments emerge from time to time, as if to remind us where we are. As we walk, I can’t stop thinking about this. Even on days this bright, the landscape doesn’t let you forget.


The railway bridge we’re crossing is one of these fragments, built by the GDR in the 1950s to bypass West Berlin. Without it, the Wall might not have been possible. It is long, reaching across the width of the lake, which on a day this hot looks more like a small sea. Like the Great Lakes I grew up with, it is scaled for sailboats, not swimmers. The long walk in this heat hasn’t helped; I have decided in advance, unfairly, petulantly, that this lake is no good.


The small break in the trees that eventually presents itself is actually quite fine. The powder black remains of a camp-fire sit near the water, which edges in gentle waves along the sand. Stepping in, I find the sand stretches a long way out, flat and shallow, and I swim out a way. Twenty yards from shore, I can touch the bottom. It isn’t as bad as I’d expected, but there’s no wilderness here, nothing to overwhelm and nothing to surprise. It feels safe, like the lake isn’t actually the small sea I’d thought it was, but merely a re-wilded expanse of swimming pool. Artificial blue and without life, just us paddling by the shore, a party boat nearby, and a small child and father a few yards away, splashing one another.


*


Swimming pools were the sites of so many of my memories. In one, I was eight, and my parents had decided that I needed to learn to swim properly. I’d not been back to the YMCA since the foam duck incident, but I’d developed an excitement for the water, a love of swimming. So on Monday nights Mom and I drove to the YMCA and took joint, private swimming lessons, like siblings or best friends. We would listen to Phil Collins on cassette tape in the car and after our lessons we would buy plastic-wrapped Black Diamond cheese slices and egg-salad sandwiches from the canteen. Mom was an ally, a secret-keeper. I was the youngest, the baby.


Like me, she didn’t know how to swim. But she was a grown-up so it took her longer to learn, and by the time I was learning the sidestroke – arms and legs joining and jutting outwards like an off-kilter frog – Mom was just blowing bubbles in the shallow end, her prescription goggles fogging in the water.


The teacher sent me out to swim laps while Mom practised floating, her legs sinking low into three and a half feet of water. We were in the twenty-five-metre-lane pool, and through the glass window by the deep end I could see the big, square, retractable-bottomed diving pool. We never went in there, and I was okay with that.


The lessons were always the same. Mom and I would put on our swimsuits – mine was silver, my favourite colour that year – and slip on our flip-flops and pad on to the pool floor. We would leave our glasses with our towels, so neither of us could see properly. Mom’s vision had always been worse than mine, so my image of her swimming always includes her face squished up beneath thick, black goggles. I could still see fairly well, but I needed to squint to see the huge, round clock with a perpetually moving second-hand tracing the time between eight and eight-thirty. Mom was in the shallow end, her hands on the wall and her face in the water, and I was swimming laps between the lane ropes. The deep end was six feet deep, and when I reached the wall I paused for a minute before taking a deep breath and sliding, pin straight, until my tippy-toes reached the bottom. Monday at eight was rush hour at the pool, so I wasn’t scared.


But here’s what I was afraid of: sometimes, on a quiet night, I would see the only other swimmers moving towards the pool’s edge and I’d realise they were getting out. If they got out, I would be the only person in the water. I would feel my heart bounce into my throat and start swimming as fast as I could, grabbing the wall and heaving my tanned little legs on to the tile. It was not okay to be the only person in the pool.


The year before, when I was seven, I stayed up late watching YTV, when they turned the channel over to the children’s horror shows, duplicated in terrifying paperback books at the Scholastic Book Fair. Tucked into the far end of the beige sofa, pyjamaed and clutching my orange blanket, I watched as suburban teenagers were drowned in their high-school swimming pool, pulled underwater by some unseen, wrathful ghost. The pool, I learned, had been built atop an ancient burial ground, and they had neglected to remove one of the bodies.


At eight I could hardly remember the foam duck but the whole haunted pool thing was too much for me. So while I swam laps during swimming lessons and found myself  really enjoying swimming and was even quite good at it, I kept an eye out for the telltale signs of being the last one left in the water. Never swim alone, the pool rules said, and I took them very, very seriously.


An early summer heatwave hangs over Berlin, and by the weekend we’re all desperate for relief. I’m at no loss for swimming partners in this heat. I haven’t seen Tom and Natasha together for months, but we’re all here now. It’s summer and we’re excited.


We take the train east to Kaulsdorf and then loop our way down the suburban streets to find the sun-drenched stretch of grass that borders the Kaulsdorfer Seen. I trace my fingers atop my phone’s map, and see three small, blue shapes in a field of green. I see the blue dot telling me we’re standing right there, but I can’t actually see the lakes yet. I see only fields. Tom takes the lead and trudges forward into the grass and scrub, the brambles high as our shoulders. We’re cutting a line through blades of grass that I imagine hold tiny, patient ticks, waiting for blood. I see a swathe of nettles ahead and dig my heels into the ground.


‘We can’t go that way. I can’t go that way.’ I’m allergic to nettles, and I don’t like ticks, who apparently, I read, can live up to eighteen years awaiting a meal. This fact has refused to leave my brain, and my paranoid legs are beginning to sting in the grass. ‘We need to go around the field.’


But Tom isn’t listening. He’s twenty feet ahead, parting the scrub with his fingers and taking us into a copse of trees. Sighing, I run forward, and Natasha follows me close behind until we’re hunched down, avoiding branches spread atop the dank ground. There are voices on the other side of the wood. The red and orange of someone’s T-shirt flash past, and I can see it now: a path running along the opposite end of the trees. I can hear the water now too, splashing and laughter streaming in from somewhere just out of sight. I step out in front and forge a path through the branches, emerging dazed and temporarily blinded on to a well-trodden field path. There’s a lake at its end.


Glancing at my map again, I see that this is Butzersee, not the lake we’re headed for but part of the same nature reserve reclaimed after sand and gravel quarries left the area in the 1930s. Many of the lakes in Brandenburg were formed by glaciers, but a good number are the remains of sand pits, clay pits, gravel quarries and lignite mines. These anthropogenic lakes are among the clearest: sand-bottomed and silken. Clear to the bottom, even from a distance, the bright emerald lakes in Kaulsdorf are fed with ground water, and the nature reserve here serves to protect that. The local community gets its water here, and as we round the end of Butzersee and make for Habermannsee, where we plan to swim, the sense that this is a local lake becomes even more prevalent.


A field of tall grass scattered with sorrel and buttercup stands between the lakes, and between the blades of grass stand half a dozen naked, sun-browned men, hands on hips, penises like cockles sewn beneath their bellies. We pass them by as we approach the white sand that edges Habermannsee, and as we arrive at the lake we find it equally well-populated by naked families, all speaking German, and clusters of teenagers huddling around stereos blasting techno. Litter overflows from bin bags lashed to trees around the site. I feel as if we have stumbled into a scene, scripted and staged, that shouldn’t include us. There are now so few places in Berlin where English-speakers don’t belong that I am momentarily surprised, but we press on, self-consciously, quietly.


There’s a small island ahead, reached only by slipping off our shoes and walking knee-deep across the lake, and here we settle on a small beach. The beach is lined with fast-growing bamboo, and young birch trees stand in reminder that this isn’t an old place. The foliage is stark, sun-drenched and uncharacteristic for Brandenburg. I strip off and move out into the lake, tiny carp darting around its shallows, and I swim underwater to the lake’s middle. I want to swim to the bottom, as if I might find something of magic. I think of the German fairy tale of Rübezahl, who hid gemstones at the bottom of a clear fountain to capture his lover. I’ve never seen water this clear – I can just about see the lake floor – like some tropical sea had been dropped into the middle of suburban Germany. We stay a long while, until the sun dips low at the tree-tops, and I think at the time that it is the best day of summer.


‘There are, for the lover of nature, days which are worth whole months.’ William Wordsworth wrote this in his guide to the Lake District, and though I’ve more often taken to reading his sister, Dorothy, I have had these days, and they have stretched and contracted in my memory of that time.
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