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President Obama: ‘What is it that led to such a deep fascination with how the natural world worked?’


Sir David Attenborough: ‘Well I’ve never met a child …’


President Obama: ‘Who wasn’t fascinated?’


Sir David Attenborough: ‘Who was not interested in natural history. So, the – I mean just the simplest thing, a five-year-old turning over a stone and seeing a slug, you know, and says, “What a treasure – how does it live and what are those things on the front?” Kids love it. Kids understand the natural world … so the question is how did you lose it? How did anyone lose interest in nature?’


Transcript from David Attenborough Meets President Obama (Atlantic Productions)




Preface


An author at heart, little brother Jack has tried his hand at all kinds of content writing. He was editor-in-chief of a digital watch magazine, a movie critic, a travel writer and a content executive for several animal and educational charities. He now writes mostly about wild swimming and has written for various adventure-centric publications, including Another Escape, the Outdoor Swimming Society and Red Bull UK, where he worked as the guest Adventure Editor.


Middle brother Calum spent five years in the London tech start-up scene, until he became business development manager at the ticketing and event management company, Eventbrite. He is also a veteran of endurance triathlons and open-water races, having competed in the UK Iron Man, Double Ironman, Nettle Warrior and Celt Man triathlons. Driven from his urban confinement, Calum first proposed a wild swimming expedition to his brothers as a way of getting back in touch with the natural world.


Big brother Robbie is an artist who’s exhibited his work around the world from Istanbul to Toronto. After securing a bursary from VARC (Visual Arts in Rural Communities), he launched a solo gallery exhibition displaying sixty large-scale abstract paintings at the Kendal Art Centre, inspired by his seven-and-a-half-mile swim across the length of Lake Ullswater. He now works as editor-in-chief at BOXROX, a leading digital magazine for competitive fitness.


This book has been written by Jack Hudson, including contributions from Calum Hudson and contributions and illustrations from Robbie Hudson.




It was late that night and Calum was sitting at the kitchen table in his sparsely decorated London flat. Above his head the wall was covered by a torn map dotted with notes written in pink marker. He leant his elbow against the table, tousled his hair with a clenched hand and rested his phone against his cheek. His careworn face began to sag as Mum’s voice came quietly and slowly through the earpiece.


‘I am the only mum in the world who has watched all three of her beloved boys swim across a whirlpool,’ Mum was saying. ‘I didn’t say anything – I was smiling and shouting words of encouragement.’


Calum conceded that this was true. It was very likely that Mum was the only parent in history who’d ever watched her three children swimming across a maelstrom at the same time. She was no stranger to the anxieties of raising three boys, but this was different – this time she was serious.


‘Heck lad, last night I made the mistake of googling Saltstraumen before I tried to go to sleep. Nope, did-nae fall into a comfy, snore-y, relaxing snooze. Can’t think why?’


‘It’ll be okay, Mum, I’m being extremely thorough,’ Calum insisted. ‘I’m working through all the details and dangers, going back and forth with the most experienced ship captain in the region.’


‘Did you see the YouTube video of a kayaker talking about crossing it?’ Mum asked, ignoring him. ‘He said there was no defined start or finish. He said it was very wide. There’s lots of whirlpools, chuck, not just one or two. Any swim would have to be at Olympic twenty-five-metre record speed. If not, the slack tide disappears.’


There was a moment’s pause before Mum went on: ‘I’m just asking you to please consider this one as a no-go. Think of the tidal drift and length of time needed to make the crossing. There is too much potential for actually losing at least one of my lads. It’s too far to make the distance during slack tide.’


‘Would you like to come with us?’ Calum asked.


‘I couldn’t go with you. I’d die of nervous shak-ery. I want to keep all my darling boys until I’m old and decrepit. Adventure should be difficult, unique, sometimes dangerous and exciting – but this one is too dangerous … Cally, I am saying all this because you are too precious for me to keep quiet.’


‘I know, Mum.’


‘Okay, chuck, ’nuff said … for the time being.’


There had only been a handful of times in our lives when our mum had asked us not to do something. Usually, she was pushing us outdoors and supporting our mischief. And yet this was one step too far – she just couldn’t get on-board with the idea of us all risking our lives. That being said, after a month or so of quiet fretting, she finally let us know that we were permitted to attempt our world-first swims across the two largest and most powerful maelstroms in the world: the Saltstraumen and the Moskstraumen, in Norway. The only problem being that, by this time, Calum had been stopped in his tracks and was starting to question his plan. It had come to our attention that Mum had been having recurring nightmares, which involved the three of us being sucked into the vortex of a whirlpool. Suddenly the expedition seemed to be laced with peril. Perhaps it was a stupid idea. After all, as far as we knew, no one had ever attempted these swims before – there had to be a reason, right? Were we putting our mum through stress for the sake of our own selfish goals? Or, even worse, our egos?


When the person you love more than anything in the world starts to fear for your life, there has to be something wrong with the path you’ve taken. Meanwhile, Calum was also getting flak in several interviews with the Norwegian press. One conversation with a journalist at Dagsavisen (an online publication we were introduced to by Nina Jensen of WWF Norge) ended on a rather sour note. Calum thought they wanted to discuss our motivation, namely the plans to drill for oil in the Lofoten Islands, although the journalist had other ideas in mind. It soon transpired that he thought we were going to die. Supposedly, he’d spoken to local scuba divers who described the Saltstraumen’s currents as being too powerful. They said that any swimmer who entered those raging waters would be wrenched down to the bottom of the ocean, whereupon their lungs would fill with water and the leaden pressure would wrap around them until they drowned. Needless to say, when the article surfaced it was less than encouraging and the headline, which we Google-translated, seemed to foreshadow a catastrophe.


It read: Do Not Kill Ourselves.


In the end Calum decided, after wrestling with the idea for some time, that he could stomach the responsibility of endangering me and Robbie. In other words, he was happy to get rid of us both, which supports a suspicion I’ve been nurturing since childhood. He also said that Mum was one of the wildest and strongest people he knew, and that her mum, our Grandma Wild, would be proud of us if we went through with the swims. He was certainly right about our grandma: she had always been our staunchest supporter and a very fierce ally indeed. Mum once told us that Grandma had moved up to the Highlands after her husband, our grandpa, was killed in a traffic collision. She stayed there for the rest of her life, during which time she became something of a local legend along the loch-side. They called her the Wild Lady of Loch Broom. She was a former belt-wielding English teacher turned Wildling, often sighted charging up and down the hills, wielding a machete as she hacked her way through the tangled bracken. Her strength and fortitude ran in all of us.


Secretly, I suspected that Mum had never intended to stop us from attempting the Norway swims. Led by example, she had, perhaps unconsciously, permitted us to disregard the rules, while forgetting to genuflect to figures of authority because they, being human, can also sometimes be wrong. Ironically, the lessons we’d learnt from Mum encouraged Calum to defy her early pleas. Her middle son was showing the same wild ability to be stubborn and put stock in his own ridiculousness. Then again, while the burden of responsibility still rested heavily on his shoulders, Calum was sure that we would all be strong enough to make the crossings.


‘As long as we’re together,’ Calum said to Robbie and me, ‘we’ll make it across and Mum won’t have anything to worry about.’
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‘Don’t Forget Your Cap’


Into the Maelstrom Expedition, Day 1 (Saltstraumen)


Monday 22 August 2016


• Point-to-point 250-metre swim.


• All swimmers to swim diagonally against the current to head for the opposite bank.


• Currents – if a swimmer is travelling downstream faster than the others then the priority is that swimmer.


• DO NOT swim up against the current – swim in a diagonal line and exit water further down.


• If a swimmer is dragged under the water by a whirlpool or current then this is immediately a priority. Spotters on the boat are to keep their eyes on their swimmer but the boat is to head for the swimmer and their buoy immediately.


My girlfriend Beth was standing in the doorway, half hidden among the puffy folds of her waterproof overalls. Across the table my Scottish friend and kindred uni goof, Dave, was attaching his camera to a chest rig. We were the last people left in the conference room, on the top floor of the pristine Thon Hotel. At this point the long tables, usually assembled at the behest of tidy business groups, were cluttered with empty water bottles, sachets of energy gel, cables, laptops, towels and all manner of swimming paraphernalia. On a nearby whiteboard there were two rules scrawled in blue marker – reminders of our recent whirlpool conference. 
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The first rule was simple: Do not drown.


The second was a little trickier: Do not get killer-whaled.


For some reason we felt obliged to use everything the hotel had given us. That’s why the whiteboards were covered in whirlpool doodles and a huddle of laptops sat hooked up to the projectors. The hotel had lent us these meeting rooms for the whole nine days we were staying in Norway, as well as four bedrooms and a wholesome dose of Scandinavian warmth. When we first saw the rooms, with their giant, mounted screens, retractable projectors and panoramic views of the harbour, we couldn’t believe our luck. Admittedly, it did seem a little excessive at the time. As it happened, though, the addition of a large space to collect and store our stuff had proven quite handy. Especially now that we were rushing out the door, on our way to swim across the world’s most powerful maelstrom.


In Bodø, the Norwegian town where we were based, the Saltstraumen is a source of income for a few boat captains and a source of wonder (and sometimes fish) for everyone else. It also possesses the world’s strongest maelstrom, which made it the more dangerous of the two we were planning to swim across – the other being the Moskstraumen, which is the largest maelstrom in the world. Swirling in a narrow gulf south-east of Bodø, the Saltstraumen is often glimpsed by cars that tear over the highway, crossing the sloping cantilever bridge that overarches the water. If you were to look down from the peak of that bridge you’d see the criss-crossing currents forming odd, spiked waves. You’d also see scattered eddies swirling through the white-frothed water. By all accounts that is the heart of the maelstrom, packed into a narrow strait that creates a rugged, rock-strewn funnel beneath the surface. Into this funnel flows 400 million cubic metres of water, four times a day, as though it were pouring down the throat of a huge, thirsty leviathan.


For those who aren’t familiar with the word, a maelstrom is essentially an area of turbulent water in which whirlpools form. This phenomenon occurs when opposing currents collide over an unusual rock formation. Maelstroms are particularly common in places where undersea mountains (or seamounts) have abruptly changed the elevation of the seabed, disrupting the tidal flow. In these conditions the rising tide can be disturbed by an inflow that sweeps in before the preceding tide has settled. This stirs the currents into a circulatory motion, creating whirlpools and eddies that are unpredictable in nature, and not to be taken lightly. It’s important to remember that you also find whirlpools under waterfalls, where they often possess a force that pulls you directly downwards. This experience of being wrenched underwater is what makes whirlpools so terrifying to wild swimmers. The Saltstraumen alone has claimed around sixty lives over the past thirty years. Of all those who’ve drowned in the maelstrom, only three bodies were found, which gives you some idea of how strong and dangerous the deep currents can be. In fact, fishermen recently hurled a dummy into its raging currents, equipped with a GPS/depth tracker. The dummy was dragged down to a depth of 200 metres in just three seconds. Consider the fact that we had just twelve minutes to swim from shore to shore, before the maelstrom would gain a similar force. More than anything else, it was going to be a test of sheer efficiency.


It would be late summer and the weather would still be warm. We would have to start swimming the moment the clock hit 6.28 p.m. Then we would sprint the 225-metre crossing, without stopping to rest or take in the scenery. Otherwise … well, let’s just take the dummy’s example and assume that it would be suicide for us to stay in the water at high tide. At that point the crushing wash of currents would suddenly smash together and spur the maelstrom into motion.


In fact, we’d met our boat captain, Knut Westvig, the day before and he’d quickly clarified these dangers. If you could trust anyone’s judgement it would be his – Knut has been visiting the Saltstraumen since the age of twelve. He now makes his living running Stella Polaris and leading tours to see the maelstrom when it’s in full force.


‘Crossing when it’s at its strongest,’ Knut had said, reclining in his office, beneath the taxidermic figure of a yellow-eyed sea eagle. ‘It’s really strong. So, we want you to see what you’re up against.’


A ripple of nervous laughter suddenly circled the room, causing Knut to smile and add: ‘I mean, crossing the current when it’s at its strongest, that’s madness – complete madness.’


As you might expect, I was growing increasingly nervous as we left the conference room and headed down the hotel corridor, passing a cleaning trolley stacked with towels. Dave followed me with the camera and tried to shoot a quick interview when we were crammed inside the lift. We had just enough time for me to admit that I was feeling the pressure. Then we met the others in the lobby and took the short walk to the harbour together, under the cool Norwegian sunlight.


One of the many welcome surprises, after we landed in Norway, was the warm temperature. It wasn’t what I’d expected at all. When Calum told me we were heading into the Arctic Circle my first thought was to pack for an igloo interior. If I’d studied the Gulf Stream and strong westerlies I might’ve known to expect warmer climes, not the subarctic tundra of Svalbard. But that was part of the excitement, I guess – none of us, except Calum, had any idea what to expect. For example, we knew that from May to late July the sun never sank below the horizon. That’s why some locals refer to Norway as the Land of the Midnight Sun. Conversely, from late November to the end of January, the sun never rises and the northernmost communities are forced to live in perpetual darkness. In Bodø, a 745-mile car journey north of Oslo, we thought we might experience this strange, unending daylight. However, as it happened, the sun set on our first night together and we all watched as it dipped slowly behind the hills, feeling slightly cheated.


By now it was late in the afternoon and most of the boats had been tied to their berths and covered for the night. We stood on the dock for a while and watched them as small waves lapped against their bows. Occasionally Luke – one of our support team – would pluck a fresh shrimp out of a bag he held dangling from the crook of his arm. I watched him as he picked the shells apart and tossed them into the water, enticing fish of varying sizes, which snatched them quickly from the surface. They were swimming through the clearest water I’d ever seen – the kind that you’d expect to find in some glacial pool hidden on a Himalayan mountaintop. In fact, if you picked a nearby boat and followed its docking rope, you could clearly see the concrete blocks that anchored it to the seabed. We’d already been advised to wear dive masks for the swim, which would increase our field of vision, but it was only now that we were beginning to see why that advice was so pertinent.


Just then I sighted our captain, Knut, as he came cruising up to the jetty in his black RIB (rigid inflatable boat). Calum was wearing a huge grin, with his balled hands stuffed inside his jacket pockets. Beside him, Robbie cut a calm figure, half hidden behind a patterned pair of wooden sunglasses. They were talking about the moment when Calum first pitched this trip to Norway:


‘I thought you were joking,’ Robbie said, smiling. ‘The thing before this you suggested was you wanted to swim with a camera strapped to your head – crawl, really fast, off a waterfall and go into, like, a huge swan dive. In your head, you imagined some 400-foot swan dive.’


I started laughing and turned away from the water to face them. ‘In the future it will just be Calum in a barrel,’ I said, ‘and we’ll be watching from the sides.’


‘Houdini did that,’ Calum chirped. ‘Houdini went over the Niagara Falls in a barrel.’


‘Did he survive?’ I asked.


‘No.’ (In fact, Houdini didn’t actually go over Niagara Falls in a barrel at all.)


It was time for us to go. Luke wrapped his shrimp into a sealed bundle and slipped them into his pocket for later. Then Beth hurried down the metal gangway to the jetty, where Dave was setting up a shot. Finally James, an army captain who went to school with Robbie, tucked his little white drone back into its box.


‘Matthew Webb,’ Calum went on, bending over and lifting his sagging swim float from between his feet. ‘The first person ever to swim the English Channel – he, erm, he tried to swim the whirlpool at the bottom of Niagara Falls and he died.’


‘This has taken a morbid turn,’ Robbie said, with a slight smile.


‘Well, it’s just – it’s the history of swimming,’ Calum insisted. ‘An iconic British swimmer – he’s like the Hillary of swimming.’


I cast a dumb look at Calum, my pursed lips flickering with the hint of a smile.


‘Hillary Clinton?’


We all started laughing.


Meanwhile, Knut edged the boat up alongside the jetty, and Luke, Beth and James climbed on-board and slung their kit into the gaps between the seats. We’d given ourselves enough time to get to the maelstrom and watch it gradually slowing and calming before we crossed. This also meant that we could take our time getting out there. It would take just under an hour for Knut to drive his boat around the headland to the narrow inlet where we’d find the Saltstraumen.


As I walked down the clanging gangway, behind Robbie and Calum, I felt the sudden immediacy of the moment. This was what we’d trained for and now here we were, inside the Arctic Circle, about to attempt something more dangerous than anything we’d done before. At that point we’d been dreaming about swimming the Saltstraumen for just over a year. For us it was a matter of diving into the chaos and finding out how well we knew ourselves and each other. We wanted to see how far we could push ourselves. Joking aside, Calum had worked intensely to get us there and the fact we were even on this adventure was mostly down to him. You’ve gotta have a hell of a lot of confidence to carry out such an idea. Come to think of it, I reckon most great ideas must’ve sounded crazy when they were first brought up in conversation. Imagine the Soviet Sputnik boffins, sitting in tight circles, discussing the prospect of launching a satellite the size of a beach ball and sending it on a mad maiden orbit around the circumference of the Earth. Or think of the Norwegian explorer, Thor Heyerdahl, telling his assembled team that he wanted to ride a balsawood raft from Peru to Polynesia, without any modern equipment, save the odd essential radio, chart or sextant … I guess we should be thankful that crazy sometimes seeks out company. Otherwise these mad folks would all wind up alone in dingy states of isolation, scrawling their ideas over the confines of their enclosures.


I don’t think Calum would mind too much if I said that he deserved to be counted as one of those mad ones. As a kid, he was always the first to ruin a pleasant photo, usually sticking his tongue out and pretending to eat something, like my head or whatever I happened to be holding. As he grew older it became apparent that he was also prone to vagaries of brilliance. He quickly learnt to talk like an academic and became very fond of challenging adults to debates. Sometimes it was difficult to separate his madness from his brilliance. It’s that old cliché, you know? Like when he proposed this expedition to Norway, with the intention of swimming across the world’s largest and most powerful maelstroms. My first thought was that he’d lost it. This was a step too far – it was just too dangerous. Now I realise that I was mistaken. I had underestimated our need, as brothers, to stick together and not be singled out for having held the other two back.
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Calum looking sober on our way to swim the Saltstraumen. 


In that little boat I began to think about who I was there with and who they were to me. I realised that I had Luke, with whom I’d travelled to India; Beth, my girlfriend of four years; Dave, my closest uni mate; James, who’d supported us on our last few swims; and my two brothers. It was hard not to feel at home in their company. Suffice it to say, I used their presence to calm myself while the boat engine sputtered and the motor vibrated with a low, continuous growl. Then Knut slowly steered us out of Bodø harbour and a moment later we were rocketing towards the horizon, bouncing out onto the open sea. In a matter of minutes, we’d left the mountains and the squat buildings behind us. Suddenly we were hurtling into orca and porpoise territory, far out beyond the coastline, at which point our surroundings were revealed as a snaking, green landscape of epic proportions.


I stared straight ahead as the boat veered away from the offing and turned back towards the mainland. As we picked up speed again the wind hammered my face and rattled my gums. Sometimes a gust of salty spray would whip over the prow and lash us in our seats. Instead of turning away, I began to savour the feeling of these cold, gentle lashings. All the while I kept my eyes half closed and didn’t open them again until Knut began to slow the boat and move us into the shallows. It was then that we came to a stop close to the shore and sighted an expanse of asphalt belonging to a military base. Knut called to us from the wheel and pointed to a partly concealed fence, where a pair of sea eagles sat perched on two posts. The eagles were busy being harassed by an angry seagull, although they scarcely acknowledged the nuisance, like two elephants swatting flies with their tails. After a while we left them to their gull-swatting and followed the coast inland at a relaxing speed. I took the opportunity to lean back and take in the vista, admiring the views on all sides, which were truly wild and spectacular. Wherever I looked, my eyes were met by forested slopes and rolling fields. Yet my attention always returned to those distant, pointed mountains, huddled close together in stances of fellowship, framed by the cloudless sky.
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I dare say Norway is everything you dream of when you’re cooped up in the city – a rugged, edge-world archipelago, which spans the western flank of Scandinavia and extends to the far-flung islands of Svalbard and Jan Mayen. On one side the country is flanked by a storm-beaten, green coastline, hewn by the mighty Barents, Norwegian, North and Skagerrak seas. Further inland, sprawling expanses of unpopulated scenery are split by deep, glacial fjords that shape the sculptured mountains.


Most British children know this country as a land of horned warriors and gnarled trolls. The population has enjoyed a recent period of prosperity, owing to an abundance of natural resources, namely petroleum, as well as natural gas and minerals. Norway is now the world’s number-one producer of oil per capita, excluding the Middle East. It is also one of the leading nations in terms of its environmental performance, setting a high standard through progressive policies centred on the maintenance of national parks and the strict regulation of powerful conglomerates.


I felt a great affection for Norway as we continued our journey to the Saltstraumen, following a long promontory patched with farmland. There was something very welcoming about the isolation and the relaxed, retiring locals who enjoyed it together. Coming from Newcastle, I know exactly how loud and rowdy folk can get. Especially when it’s derby day and no one, not even the police horses, is exempt from being involved in a brawl. So, for me, it was very settling to experience a culture that values quietness and a people that keep drinking on the periphery of their everyday. I’d warmed quickly to this far-flung world, which was still untamed and unspoilt. Sadly, that warmth began to fade as we rounded an outcrop and swerved towards the scariest thing under a bridge since the Three Billy Goats Gruff.


‘Calm – before the …’ I said, trailing off as I turned to Robbie, who was still hidden behind his sunglasses.


Robbie nodded. Then we both looked ahead at the ruffled waters of the Saltstraumen. I could see the calm channel, close to our starting point, which would take us several minutes to swim across. I reminded myself that this would give us time to acclimatise and prepare ourselves. Then there was the rocky island, which shielded us from incoming currents. When we passed that island we knew we’d be hitting the toughest part of the swim. Immediately after those rocks the wrap-around currents swept into the heart of the maelstrom, criss-crossing and thrashing together to create scattered eddies and whorls of froth. At that point it was likely that we would have to sprint to keep our course. It was also likely that we’d be separated.


The previous afternoon we’d all gathered in the meeting room and discussed the likelihood of this happening. Since then the thought of finding myself alone in the maelstrom was lodged in my mind. Despite what I told myself, I couldn’t shake it. I knew it was ridiculous, but that didn’t seem to matter. It’s like when you hear the Jaws crescendo while you’re swimming in deep water. It was just one of those irrational fears that prey on your insecurities. I knew this, and yet it didn’t help to settle my stomach. Instead I was reminded of a time, before we flew to Norway, when I was fearfully staring at my coffee as I stirred it, watching the little, brown whirlpool forming as it swept around my spoon. I must say the idea of being sucked into the downward spiral of that swirling cone was quite terrifying.


Unfortunately, there just wasn’t enough time for me to unpack my fear – we had to get ready instead. Without speaking, we all climbed out of our overalls, sealed our wetsuits and attached the floats to our waists in unison. It seemed like mere seconds had passed since we’d been sitting in the hotel. Now it was almost time to go. Approaching the side of the boat, I puffed out my cheeks and pushed the air between my lips. A knot was tightening in the pit of my stomach. I began to feel sick, although I tried to dodge the feeling by telling myself that I was ready. Then I stared into the water and focused on that exact moment in time. At once a pleasant thought entered my mind: in an hour we’ll be riding the boat back to town. It seemed so close – so tangible – only first we had to get in and swim.


Suddenly a weight dropped into the pit of my stomach. I felt trapped, chained to each agonising second that carried us closer to the maelstrom. Meanwhile the boat was gripped by a stillness as the engine quieted and the currents dragged us towards the bridge. I could hear Calum talking to Knut behind me and I could sense his excitement. We were finally here. This was the culmination of two years spent chugging up and down pools, lakes and tarns.


Breathing slowly, I leant over the side of the boat and dipped one of my booted feet into the water. I could feel the cold through the neoprene. I could also feel the tug of the little eddies as they splashed against the boat. Now and then I thrust my foot into the centre of one of the vortexes and tested its strength as it pulled me inwards. I was conscious of the fact that I’d been the one who’d asked the most questions and shown the most fear in the build-up to this moment. And yet I was quietly confident that I wouldn’t give up. I just needed to keep my head and control my breathing. Panic is a sure way to open a hatch beneath your feet, and I didn’t want to fall – not now.


With a sharp jolt, the boat was nudged into a spiral and a shiver shot through me as I tightened my grip on the bar above my seat. I’ve noticed that one thing I’ll do, on the brink of something that scares me, is to take a moment and allow the atmosphere to sink in. Sometimes I listen to the people around me. I catch snippets of muffled conversation, but I notice them less and less as I sink through my thoughts, extending my mind towards the job at hand. Soon I’ll feel a wave of emotion that rolls quickly over me. Then the hairs on my arms all stand as a cold chill sweeps through my body. I see the faces of all those folk who make me happiest. It’s like they’ve gathered for some solemn communion. Their faces are vivid in my mind and I can hear their voices, too. Finally, I focus on the condition of love that is everywhere and in everything. I remember the kind folk who I might never see again. I see family members. I relive old jokes. I don’t think about anything that makes me less. Instead I ride on an upsurge of positivity, which lifts me through my little self, to a height where there is no pain, and no fear either. This ride sparks subtle pricks of electricity that spike my body and cause pimples to appear on my skin. At once it feels as though I’ve found my place and planted both feet firmly on the ground. I’m ready to stand at full height and give testimony to what Hemingway said: Man is not meant for defeat.


‘Ready Calum?’ I called.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Let’s go boys.’


I pulled my goggles down over my eyes and rolled onto my stomach, hugging the side of the squeaking boat, with my legs dangling over the water. Calum and Robbie leant over me and watched from above as I let go. I could feel the cold rushing over my shoulders and stinging my cheeks as I hit the water. I suppressed a gasp and floated for a moment, until I’d steadied my breathing. Then the other two crashed through the surface on either side of me. There was a moment of quiet gasping and treading water before we reached out and began to swim. The next thing we knew we were sitting on a nearby shelving, among tangles of kelp and seaweed, ready to begin our swim.


In those slow moments I was silent. I just waited and strained to hear Luke’s signal over the low roar of the maelstrom. My hands were pressed against the rock and the water lapped against my bare wrists. Everywhere else I was covered by neoprene. Breathing slowly, I peered into the shallow water and thought about the sprint ahead. I could feel that it was cold, but it also looked clear and somewhat inviting. Then I noticed little fish darting over my black socks, while a nearby red jellyfish – the kind that can sting – wrestled with the fronds of bronzed kelp.


Remembering what’d been said about the water clarity, I dipped my goggles in and cleaned the whorls of spit from the lenses. When I pulled them on I could feel a faint burn as the chilled water forked down my cheeks. It was then that I heard raised voices on the boat and looked up to see if we’d been given the signal. It was a false alarm. The seconds slipped by. The tension tightened. Neoprene snapped, seagulls cawed and waves sloshed against the side of the RIB. We only had twelve minutes to make it across. The currents being as they were, spinning in connected discs, you could never predict how fast you would move. We’d talked about the likelihood of being separated or taken by the current. Calum had insisted that we shouldn’t waste energy trying to fight it. If the maelstrom wanted to whisk us off in a new direction, we had to let it. After all, it didn’t matter where you climbed out on the other side, so long as you made it across.


‘All right lads,’ Luke called to us. ‘Good to go. Yeah.’


Quickly I shimmied down the rock and dove forward into the cold water. I wasn’t going to waste any time. Feeling my way through the kelp, I clambered over the rocks until I was deep enough to begin my crawl. No sooner had I started swimming than I was enveloped by and in awe of the lucid water. I glimpsed silver fish darting beyond my extended fingers and patches of colourful coral, clothed in a greenish veil. I could also see Robbie and Calum clearly as they came up on either side of me. Then, as the boat swerved and headed out towards the island, we all began to gather speed and tighten our formation. Bubbles coiled around my goggles as I pulled back through the water and slid over the sinking seabed, watching my shadow and noting the shape of each stroke. Whenever I came up for air I was met by the sight of Robbie beside me, digging hard into the water and kicking quickly. Over his shoulder, I could also see the boat easing forward and shepherding us across the channel.


As we’d predicted, the first currents gave us little resistance and we soon found our rhythm and forgot about the cold. A little while later I pulled my head up to see if we were nearing the island. In doing so I snatched a glimpse of the underside of the bridge, which towered over us. Coupled with the mountains behind it, the sight reminded me how very small we were. Fortunately, I could also see the tiered rocks that surrounded the island. We’d come further than I thought. In the moments that followed we were shielded by these rocks and blessed with a stretch of still water. It was a brief respite, during which we held our formation, while I was lulled into a relaxed state, almost forgetting what was around the corner. My mind had found the stillness that we swimmers treasure. It’s that sweet spot – that point when you forget you’re swimming. Then I began to think: if I could just sneak out of this moment, but keep on reaching and kicking, maybe I’d be able to forget what I was doing and come around at the other side, unfazed. It almost seemed possible, until we passed the island and a strong current ploughed into our strokes, slowing us all to an agonising halt.


Now the island was behind us, but, much as we willed it to, it just wouldn’t recede into the distance. Instead we seemed to be moving backwards, groping at ranks of waves as they spun into a frenzy and began to encircle us. At once we knew we’d hit the sweeping currents at the centre of the maelstrom. I could hear myself releasing pained sighs as I came up to breathe. I tried to keep a steady rhythm, for fear of losing my strength. At the same time, I was becoming frustrated. I couldn’t put enough into my strokes to beat the current. I kept pulling my gloved hands back, grasping handfuls of water and flicking them behind me. I kicked harder, but while the boat was inching forward, we were slipping backwards and rapidly losing energy in the process. Each time I extended my arm, my eyes lifted towards my fingertips, watching as they gripped the water. Once, I even noticed a thin vortex that spiralled down into the deep like a silvery woollen thread.
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Fighting the whirling currents at the heart of the Saltstraumen. 


The others told us later that we were struggling in the face of an inflowing current, which was manifest in a sudden swathe of choppy water. To us, it felt like we’d lost control. Rolling over onto my back, I noticed where the water was being whipped into faint whirls. Then I spun around and saw the rubber prow of the boat as it swerved alongside me, guiding me back towards the bridge. I used the boat as a point of reference and reminded myself that the current was driving us towards our support team – not out to sea. Reassured, I plunged back underwater and extended my arm. Just a little further and you’ll make ground, I told myself, as I dug my hand again into the greenish murk.


It’s a strange feeling when you’re reaching with everything you have and still gaining nothing. What made it even worse was the fact that our ten-minute window was almost up. Also, Robbie was now several metres behind me, caught in the worst of the inflowing current and veering towards the boat. Looking back, I realise that this was one of those moments when I thought we might not make it. It was a thought that suddenly flashed inside my mind, although it was quickly replaced by the sound of Beth shouting my name. It was the same sharp tone she’d used when I killed her plant by leaving it on the electric heater.


‘Jack.’


I lifted my head, rolled back and recoiled as the rubber prow of the boat came looming over me. Then I spotted Luke, waving his arm and calling to us.


‘Further this way guys,’ he said, pointing us in a new direction. ‘Aim for that bit there.’


They’d spotted a patch of calmer water. I altered my course and followed his finger, outstretching my arms to their full extent. This time something had changed. I could feel the water sliding past me. Then, suddenly, I felt my whole body lifting through the sluggish backflow. It was like stepping onto a conveyor belt. With gritted teeth, I cut my hand hard into the water and heaved myself onto a gentle eddy, which redirected me towards the shore. It was then that I heard Calum’s voice, pushed myself upright and began treading water.


‘Let’s wait for Robbie,’ he said.


I looked back and sighted Robbie as he crawled towards us, making painstaking inches against the current. Behind him the island had finally retreated into the distance and, dare I say, it looked as though we were going to make it. Uplifted, I watched as Robbie kept his pace and struggled through the chop. You could tell that he was starting to tire. He kept poking his head up to see how far away we were, although he didn’t stop.


‘Keep going, Rob,’ Luke called from the boat. ‘That’s it, good man Robbie. There we go.’


The strokes kept coming, one after another, as Robbie shortened the gap between us. Afterwards he said he wasn’t happy with how he’d swum. Like all good athletes, he has a habit of being tough on himself. I just think that having the squat physique of a weightlifter didn’t do him any favours. After all, long arms are the secret weapons of almost all professional swimmers. Nevertheless, Robbie reached deeper into his reserves of grit and went on battling through the current. He’d assured us the day before that he’d keep swimming until his body dropped beneath the surface. I must say I believed him. I think he would’ve sooner drowned than turned towards the boat, away from his younger brothers. All the while I watched him, hoping that it wouldn’t come to that, and, of course, it didn’t – he kept up the unending fight, like Sisyphus with the boulder lodged between his shoulders.


Meanwhile, Calum and I bobbed slowly seaward, drifting past the prow of the boat as it moved back to accompany Robbie. Even now, having just made it through the worst of the maelstrom, I could feel this immense force around me, seizing my chest and legs.


‘The current’s taking us,’ I called, turning to Calum.


I remember how, in The Day the Whale Came, Lynne Cox described the sensation of having a grey whale pass beneath her. She said the whale displaced so much water that she could feel herself being tugged downwards. I’d always wondered how it would feel to share the water with something so huge and powerful. I might’ve experienced something similar in that moment. It was just this encompassing mixture of awe and terror. I could almost hear an ominous growling in the water, like the guttural purr of a powerful sports car. Then I realised that our time was almost up and the tides were beginning to change, slowly whipping the whirlpool into full force. Soon we would be in the grip of an immense movement – an almost godlike motion, like the leaden march of tectonic plates. Even worse, we were about to discover nature’s true potential for destruction.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ I cried, the moment Robbie caught up with us.


With that I was determined not to stop again. I trusted that my brothers would both make it, but I also knew that I needed to get to the shore. The feeling of losing control, gradually, was starting to get the best of me. My power increased with my first few strokes and I thrust my hands hard through the peaks of the waves and felt my body rising as I lunged over the troughs. On several occasions, I mistimed my breathing and had to stomach gulps of salt water, but I was unreservedly fixed to my rhythm – the knowledge that at any moment we could be brought to a halt had centred my focus.


Before long I was swimming at full speed, extending my fingers to pull back as much of the water as I could. For the first time, I felt like I was nearing the shore. Then I pulled away from Calum, who was close behind me, and threw all my strength into the remaining distance. In doing so, I abandoned my form and wound up battling awkwardly with a barrage of waves. It was a mad scramble for a reprieve, but eventually I did glide into the glassy shallows, where the rippling seaweed could be seen rising from the murk. Then my momentum carried me to the shore, until I finally gripped a rock beneath me with both hands and pushed my dripping body up through the water.


That moment when I stood up, wobbling slightly, and looked over at Calum as he clambered onto the shore, is one I’m sure I won’t forget.


‘We did it, like, eh,’ Calum panted, affecting a broad Cumbrian accent.


Gasping for air, I laughed, threw my arms up and shook my fists. I could hear our support team clapping from the boat and I turned back towards them and spotted Robbie inching into the shallows. I knew then that we’d all beaten the currents and made it across the Saltstraumen.


Relieved, I hugged Calum and watched as Robbie stumbled to his feet and peeled the goggles back over his forehead. He was breathing hard, but his bluish face was also alive with a mixture of joy and exhaustion. Finally, we climbed up onto the shore together, fastened ourselves into a tight circle and exchanged our disbelief while James’s drone wheeled slowly overhead. That was when Calum and I noticed, between fits of laughter, that Robbie was still wearing his shoes. Dumbstruck, Robbie glanced down at his feet, like a public speaker noticing they’d forgotten to put their trousers on. Then he lifted his head and a disbelieving grin spread quickly across his face. It turned out he’d been so caught up in his preparations that he’d neglected to take them off.


We could’ve hung out on the rocks a lot longer, laughing and catching our breath, but Knut had kept his eye on the maelstrom and he wanted everyone safely back on the boat before it gathered its force.


‘We’ll come to you now,’ Luke called, as the boat edged closer to the rocks.


Even from where we were standing, we could see the sluggish currents being dragged under the bridge and gradually swirling together into a violent frenzy. By now the gulls, which had been sitting happily on the water, were all taking flight. I spotted them drifting away beyond the bridge in squawking flocks. I could also see more eddies forming – the very same ones that would soon suck the boat into a gradual spiral.


Spurred into action, I hurried down from the shore and dove back into the icy water. My eyes unpeeled, momentarily, before I began to kick my feet again and pull myself towards the boat. Seconds later, I resurfaced under a wall of rubber padding and grabbed Luke’s hand as he leant down to meet me. One after another he pulled us up and James helped roll us onto the floor, like the most ungainly fishing haul you’ve ever seen. As soon as we were all on-board, James turned back to his controls and guided the bobbing drone down to Luke, who caught it with his arms outstretched. While they packed the drone into its case, Knut began to accelerate, spinning the wheel as he steered us back towards the sea. Meanwhile, the three of us sat side by side, propped up by the rubber, and watched the tall bridge receding as we pulled away.
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Calum, Robbie and me, looking red-faced and knackered, after our sprint across the Saltstraumen.


We didn’t speak much, yet we often smiled at each other and repeated the words ‘we did it’ with increasing degrees of disbelief. I was so relieved that we’d made it – not alone, mind you. The sense of accomplishment was unanimous and everyone was in high spirits. Our support team had been with us whenever we’d looked up. They’d guided us through the currents and called to us when the heart needed to kick in. I was so glad to have had them there. I gained a great deal of inspiration from their different characters and the fact they were willing to travel so far on our behalf. Luke said later that he felt responsible for us. The fact that Beth kept close contact with Mum and James and Dave provided encouragement at every turn, and assured me that they all felt the same. You should never underestimate the importance of good friends like that. I dare say nothing of any note is ever accomplished by any lone individual.


That night we opened a bottle of Scotch whisky and sat up in the conference room, watching the drone footage on the projector screen. James muted the video and played some Sigur Rós instead, which meant we could watch the crystal water and relive the short journey, while also listening to those otherworldly Icelandic strings and vocals. It’s funny, I thought we hadn’t met any red jellyfish during the swim, but just a few minutes into the video I could be seen cutting my gloved hand right through the middle of one, which then wrapped its tentacles around my wrist, unbeknownst to me at the time.


Later, I spoke to Calum as we walked out onto Bodø harbour to look at the stars and drink in the night air. He told me that some of the guys he’d spoken to thought the prospect of crossing these maelstroms sounded like insanity. He said it always struck him as odd when naysayers spoke like that. To him, he explained, the daily city grind felt insane, whereas swimming maelstroms with his brothers seemed to make a lot more sense. It’s difficult to explain, but these maelstrom crossings were turning out to be an extreme form of water therapy for us. They gave us a respite from the city – room to breathe and think. They also gave us time to reconsider what is important in our lives.


Looking back, I’ve warmed to the idea that you should tend to your mind in the same way you would tend to a garden. In the end, your soul should be peopled with friends and happy memories. For me, I always go back to the lakes and rivers I used to swim in when I was a kid. Sometimes I go back to the forests too, where we hid and ran and fought with sticks. Then I find the fields where we camped and I remember the Lake District and the piers and cliffs we jumped from. Inevitably, I’ll think of the River Eden, which once cradled the village where we grew up together. When we were kids that river was our favourite playground and our first great escape route into the big, wide wild.
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