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			Ralph Jones is a freelance writer, journalist and comedy performer. His writing has appeared in the New Yorker, the Guardian, GQ, Vice and the New Statesman, and he has been shortlisted for the Anthony Burgess Prize, a BSME Rising Star Award and a PPA Award. He is a performer and head writer for the sketch group The Awkward Silence, and he produces Criminal, a murder mystery improv night and podcast, which has starred comedians including Miles Jupp, Deborah Frances-White, and Rachel Parris. How to Skim a Stone is his first book.
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			Chapter 1

			Why we love to skim 
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			Stone skimming is one of the most contagious activi-ties that human beings have ever devised. Seeing someone skimming a stone nearby and not joining in is like being given a party popper and not pulling the string.

			To stand next to a lake and send a stone skimming across the water’s surface is to feel thrillingly part of something greater: some almost supernatural trick, some secret triumph over nature’s laws. When else do we see rocks dance and skate and fly like birds? Done well, stone skimming looks every bit like a miracle, as though the stone is walking on water, made of something far lighter than mere rock.

			In Japan they call stone skimming mizukiri, which means ‘water cutting’. After it’s released from the hand, the stone does indeed appear to be slicing across the water – almost like a letter opener through paper. The array of affectionate terms for the sport across the world is testament to how vividly it captures the imagination. In various languages it is likened to the motion of a frog: it is ‘frog jumps’ (bengbaji) in Bengali and ‘letting the frogs out’ (zapuskaty zhabky) in Ukrainian. In Catalan it is the adorable ‘making step-stone bridges’ (fer passeres); when you skim in Mongolia you are ‘making the dog lick’ (nokhoi doloolgokh); and in Poland you are ‘letting the ducks out’ (puszczanie kaczek). 

			Welshman Ron Long, a champion stone skimmer aged seventy-five, has been skimming since he was a boy. In 1992, when he was a firefighter, he was seriously injured after a hotel roof fell on him. Fifteen years later, aged sixty-four, he was in Corfu when he rediscovered the pastime. It became a way of rebuilding his atrophied upper-body muscles. Stone skimming was Long’s reprieve and he is therefore better placed than almost anyone to comment on the allure of the sport. ‘We are conditioned to understand that a stone thrown into water sinks,’ he tells me over a pub lunch, saying ‘Yeah?’ between each sentence. ‘And it doesn’t. It dances. It skips. It smiles. It laughs. And that’s good for the soul. It’s anarchic, in a way – you are defying convention and realities.’

			This is a common sentiment among stone skimmers. A good skim looks as though it has contradicted the laws of gravity. The stone has no right to behave that way. There may be a thrill to be had in watching someone throw a javelin or a discus but the way in which a skimmed stone interacts with water is unique and gloriously peculiar. For a moment, and in a delightful way, the world doesn’t look exactly as it should. ‘It’s very much like fairies dancing on the water,’ says Christina Bowen Bravery, who won the women’s category in the 2019 World Stone Skimming Championships. ‘It is a magical feeling.’ If ever you are lucky enough to skim on ice, you might hear that with each bounce the stone makes a wonderful noise akin to the chirruping of a bird. ‘I often compare a skimming stone to seeing fireworks, or a shooting star, or a rainbow, or a good magician,’ says Kurt Steiner, an American champion skimmer with a wild grey beard and sparkly eyes. ‘There are certain observations that just confound the brain and put it in an archaic, awe-struck mode.’
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