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            SAFETY STATEMENT
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            Introduction

         

         The South West is best – or so the locals like to say. And they don’t have to convince me. The wild, windswept west and the sun-warmed south of Britain have been my home and my swimming stomping ground for over decade, and I think this corner of the country is pure magic.

         I’ve been open water swimming since I was small, and since before ‘wild’ swimming was a thing – you just put on a swimsuit and went for a dip. My grandmother would take me into the freezing Irish Sea for a paddle in all seasons, and I never thought to question if we were both crazy. We swam right up until close to when she died; our last dip was in a sunlit lake near her home in Nova Scotia.

         Back home in England, I fell in love with the South West after moving to Bath for university. On summer weekends a gang of us would cycle out to Warleigh Weir (see page 64) for a river swim, seeking out rope swings or floating in the shallows. I then moved to Bristol, where I discovered the joy of early-morning dips in Clevedon Marine Lake (see page 55). And then I met my Cornish husband. Together we’ve spent countless happy days exploring Cornwall’s coves, dipping in tidal pools and venturing out to the subtropical Isles of Scilly to snorkel with seals. Even our wedding had a lot of swimming shoehorned in – I swam with mates at Farleigh Hungerford (see page 63), home to the country’s oldest river swimming club, on my hen do, leaping from the riverbank and gliding past water lilies on the Frome. And we got married beside Porthtowan Beach in Cornwall, starting the day in the bracing sea on the morning of our wedding and paddling in its hidden tidal pool (see page 14) the day after – the perfect hangover cure.

         Now, I live in Gloucestershire. I always hesitate to say I live in the Cotswolds, because people immediately picture minted celebrities and the green-welly brigade. But the Cotswolds National Landscape is wilder and bigger than most imagine – it spans six counties, from Gloucestershire and Oxfordshire down to Somerset and Wiltshire, with hidden rivers, quiet weirs, and secret lakes tucked between its admittedly very pretty honey-stone villages. I swim at Cromhall Quarry (see page 97) all through the winter – this lake is local, friendly and perfect for open water training.

         I’ve included a few other paid-for lakes and swim centres in this book. They might not strictly count as ‘wild’ swims, but I think dedicated swimming venues complete with lifeguards, water quality testing and, ideally, a good coffee van are brilliant for regular practice, or for dipping your toe into the world of wild swimming. But of course, the heart of this book lies in the truly wild spots. From hidden plunge pools on Dartmoor and secret skinny dips on the Devon coast to Dorset’s rocky coves, this region offers some of the most diverse wild waters in Britain. This isn’t an exhaustive list of southern swims, of course – half the joy of swimming is discovery. Bring an Ordnance Survey map, go for a walk and find your own perfect plunge.

         And because no swim is complete without a reward, I’ve also included a selection of cosy pubs, blissed-out beach cafes and some cracking cream tea spots (jam first, of course) where you can warm up, refuel, and relive your aquatic adventure.

         Go on – jump in. The water’s lovely.
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            How to get started and safety

         

         Welcome to the wonderful world of wild swimming. Immersing yourself in a peaceful lake or the rolling ocean frees your mind, stretches out your limbs and washes away  the stress of the outside world – it’s a whole different beast to chugging up and down in a chlorinated pool. But outdoor swimming also requires an understanding of and respect for the elements and your own safety that you might not feel prepared for if you usually just dip in your local lido. If it’s your first time in wild waters, take an experienced friend with you, join a local outdoor swimming group or find a guide to show you the ropes.

         Start slowly. Begin with short swims and gradually increase your distance and time. Start with swims in milder temperatures before trying cold winter dips. Pay attention to your body’s signals and exit the water if you feel cold or fatigued.

         Swim with a friend. Swimming with a partner or in a group is always far safer than being alone. In case of any unforeseen circumstances, having somebody either swimming alongside you or spotting you from shore who can assist you can be lifesaving. If you do venture out alone, keep in contact with a friend or family member – let them know where you are going and what time you expect to have finished up.

         Monitor local weather and water temperatures. Check the weather forecast before you set off (www.metoffice.gov.uk) and, once you arrive for your swim, observe the actual conditions and check the water temperature before swimming. Scope out your swimming spot carefully before you get in. Check the depth and flow of the water (avoid swimming in fast-flowing currents) and look out for any hidden rocks or submerged branches. Look for an exit point – work out a spot where you can easily get out of the water before you get in. Don’t forget that water conditions can change dramatically from day to day at the same spot.
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         Dress appropriately. In chilly waters wear suitable cold water swimming gear such as a wetsuit, to help retain body heat. Neoprene accessories are great for protecting your extremities – try socks, gloves and a swimming cap.xiii

         Don’t jump or dive into cold water. Get in slowly and allow your body to get used to the temperature first and to acclimatise gradually. Keep your breathing slow and controlled.

         Know your currents. If you’re swimming in the sea or in rivers, it’s vital to understand tides and currents – both can change quickly and affect your safety. Currents are invisible forces that can carry you off course or make it difficult to return to shore, even for strong swimmers. In the sea, they can flow along the coast or pull seaward as rips; in rivers, they’re often faster mid-channel or under bridges and weirs. Always assess the water before you get in: look for moving debris, swirling eddies, or differences in surface texture that may signal stronger flow.

         Be aware of fast-flowing rivers. After heavy rain, rivers may be in spate – high, fast and often with hidden obstacles or debris – and are best avoided until levels drop. When in doubt, don’t swim.

         Understand tides. Britain’s tides can vary dramatically and can easily catch you out, leaving you cut off or unable to exit coastal waters safely. Always check local tide times before you swim. The best time to swim depends on the beach, but as a rule, aim for slack tide – the hour before or after high or low tide – when currents are at their weakest. Outgoing tides can be dangerous as water is literally being pulled back to sea and can gradually draw you further from the beach. Swim parallel to the shore rather than directly out to sea and always keep an easy exit point in sight. If you’re swimming in a tidal pool, check when it will be fully uncovered and get out well before the tide begins to rise and refill it.

         Rip currents. In the UK the majority of RNLI lifeguard incidents involve rip currents. Rips are strong currents running out to sea, which can quickly drag people away from the shallows of the shoreline and out to deeper water. They can reach four or five miles per hour and can be difficult to spot, but are sometimes identified by a channel of churning, choppy water on the sea’s surface. If you do find yourself caught in a rip current:

         
            » Don’t try to swim against it.

            » If you can stand, wade don’t swim.

            » Swim parallel to the shore until free of the rip and then head for shore.

            » Raise your hand and shout for help.

         

         Sail through seaweed. If you encounter trailing weeds or seaweed, don’t panic – float gently through them and swim using your arms but not your legs.

         Beware of afterdrop. Afterdrop is when your core temperature continues to fall after you exit cold water – it often leaves you feeling colder than when you were immersed in the water (see page xix). After swimming, it’s crucial to warm up gradually to prevent a drop in body temperature. Change into dry clothes and sip a warm drink to help raise your core temperature. Be aware of the signs of hypothermia, which include shivering, blue lips, slurred speech and confusion.

         
            FLOAT TO LIVE

            The RNLI’s advice for anyone struggling in the water is Float to Live:

            
               » Tilt your head back, with your ears submerged.

               » Relax and try to breathe normally.

               » Move your hands and legs to help you stay afloat.

               » It’s fine if your legs sink, we all float differently.

               » Practise floating in a local pool if you can.

            

            If you see someone else struggling in water:

            
               » Tell the person to relax and float on their back.

               » Throw something buoyant to help them stay afloat.

            

            Visit: rnli.org
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