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Hunter is giving all his advance for this book to the Heath & Hampstead Society. Well, the Heath deserves it, during this 150th anniversary year. It was in 1871 that an Act of Parliament made Hampstead Heath open and free to all. Hurrah!
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CHAPTER 1

Summer swimming
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2019

The water is so green and brown and thick, yucky and murky and horrible, that I am always surprised by just how many people swim in it every day, all the year round. Especially, of course, in the summer. Put your hand just two inches below the surface and it has gone, your hand has disappeared, you can’t see it, the dirty depths have swallowed it up.

I always worry that if I don’t concentrate, don’t keep flapping away, as my swimming is appalling, that the whole of my body will disappear from sight.

I also worry about a giant pike having a nibble at my willy. But then I remind myself that the giant pike in the Men’s Pond is probably just an urban myth. All the same, who knows what might be lurking down there, twenty feet under?

I am also rather scared of the ducks. As a rubbish swimmer I move in a large circle, clockwise round the pond, going from lifebuoy to lifebuoy, holding on to each one as if I am just pausing to enjoy nature, observing the wildlife, plants and trees, but really I am holding on to get my breath back. I get furious if one of the lifebuoys has been grabbed by a couple of lads; mucking around, splashing each other. Don’t they know that it’s my buoy? At my age I need it. They might well give up a seat for me on the bus, so why not a lifebuoy in the Men’s Pond? I suppose it is because swimming is an equalizer. You can’t immediately quite tell someone’s age and condition.

Often there is a mallard on my buoy, but I can deal with them. You have to stare them out, look serious and don’t be taken in when they look the other way. Ducks have a wide field of vision; they can see you without looking at you. It becomes a game, both of us facing the other out. He knows perfectly well that I want that particular buoy, but he thinks it belongs to him – he was probably born and bred here. They get so bold and daring, those animals that live their lives in close proximity to humans. Just think of the gulls at the seaside which fly off with newborn babies. Allegedly. I am sure that is also an urban myth. But they will steal the hot chips from out of your hands if you are not careful.

I get nearer and nearer to the mallard who continues glowering and glaring sideways, daring me to get any closer. I get to within three feet – then suddenly splash him, tell him to bugger off. Doesn’t he know who I am? I’m a regular in this pond. He flaps and flounces away, muttering mallard oaths to himself. One day I suspect he won’t fly off. They will evolve to have no fear. They will fly straight at me and give me a good old bashing with their beaks and wings.

It is now sixty years since I first swam in the Men’s Pond. I have done so every summer since and, despite my fears, nothing awful has ever happened to me. I have never caught anything nasty, either disease or infection. Strangers often think of the lack of chlorine when they first see the pond and go, ‘Yuck, no chance; I’m not swimming there.’ Nor have I heard of anyone else catching anything. It must be clean, despite its dodgy colour. It is not stagnant, which helps, fed by the underground streams that flow into the old River Fleet which, further along its route, is long covered over and turned into a sewer, though remembered in local street names and a primary school name. And, of course, in Fleet Street.

When I first arrived to work there in 1959, Fleet Street was not just a street but a locality, an industry, a way of life, an abstract concept, which most newspaper people out in the provinces wanted to reach at some stage in their lives, to say they had done it. I don’t think there are any national newspapers’ offices left in Fleet Street today. I wonder if Harley Street will lose all its doctors in the decades to come, or the City its hedge-funders?

Though the Men’s Pond is kept clean by its fresh running water, awful tragedies do happen, as they do in every stretch of swimmable sea or water. In June 2019, a fit local man in his fifties, Chris – an architect with two kids – lost his life. He was swimming that day with a friend of mine, James, who often does my garden. They were swimming round and round, with James going slowly. James does not need the exercise, as gardening keeps him fit. He goes for spiritual reasons. But his friend had a sedentary job and swam and exercised constantly and energetically to keep himself fit.

James got out first, looked back across the pond for his friend, could not see him and decided he must be out in the far reaches, amongst the reeds and the ducks. It was only later that evening he heard his friend had drowned. And no one had seen him disappear. A heart attack had got him. Down he went. The pond was closed for a day while they dredged it for his body. James later had to attend the inquest to give evidence.

I first remember swimming in the Men’s Pond in the summer of 1960. That was the year my wife Margaret and I got married and moved into our first flat in the Vale of Health. We were new to London, did not know the Heath; how big it is, what it contains, how to get around it.

It was an incredibly hot day and I was desperate to cool off. Someone said there were open-air ponds on the Heath, free to all. We set off to search for them from our side of the Heath and we seemed to walk for ages across its expanse, getting lost several times, until we came upon an inviting stretch of open water. In the distance, across the pond, I could see people diving from a remarkably high board at the end of a little pier. Shows you how long ago this must have been: that diving board only exists now in old photographs.

I had no swimming costume or towel with me, as this was really just an exploratory walk to see what the Heath had to offer, but I was so hot and sweaty after the long trek that I stripped off to my underpants and went in. It was shallow, muddy and reedy, and my feet were starting to sink, but eventually I reached some deeper water and was able to start swimming.

There were some kids nearby on the bank who were fishing and had watched me strip off. As I started swimming, one of them shouted at me: ‘Don’t go in there mister! There are noods over there.’

I was not quite used to London accents, but assumed this was cockney for naked people. I could see no sign of noods and carried on swimming, showing off my rubbish crawl, in the belief that my wife would be impressed and be jealous.

Then I heard more shouting. An irate lifeguard was standing on the little pier, waving and yelling at me. He was telling me to get out, at once, I was not allowed to enter the pond from that side. I turned and swam back to where Margaret was sitting. Far from being impressed, she had, of course, already said that stripping off was a stupid thing to do, as was going into a strange pond I knew nothing about – and in my awful underpants. Ugh, the embarrassment. Anyway, I would probably drown, as I was hardly able to swim properly. As a girl, Margaret had swum for the counties of Cumberland and Westmorland, Cumbria; her stylish breaststroke was the talk of the Carlisle Baths at every school swimming gala.

I dragged myself back, slowly, as I was already out of breath as a result of trying to show off with my pathetic swimming. The scruffy cockney kids cheered ironically. Margaret greatly enjoyed my humiliation.

I normally swim three times a week, all year round. In the winter months I go to the public pool in Kentish Town. It’s much cleaner and nicer these days. I can remember seeing a handwritten notice on the door of one of the cubicles, some twenty years ago, when they were still health traps, instructing swimmers not to leave their needles inside the cubicle. A twenty-million-pound revamp completely cleaned up the pools, in every sense. Of course, you still tend to smell of chlorine after your indoor swim. It can get very crowded, too – even in the slow lane. You get these over-exuberant thirty-somethings, both men and women, who bash up and down furiously, splashing everyone. As soon as summer comes, I swim on the Heath, if it’s not too cold. We are so lucky, we Heathans, having four places for open-air swimming. Apart from the Men’s Pond, there is the Mixed Pond, the Women’s Pond and the Lido.

This particular summer day, in 2019, I used the fact that there were so many people queueing as an excuse not to pay. The City of London Corporation, who run the Heath, had introduced voluntary payments via a little green ticket machine at the entrance to the pond, but it was pretty clear that most of us swimmers were ignoring it. Voluntary payments, of any kind, rarely work. Humans are so… well, er, human… You do have to pay for Kentish Town pool and there’s no way around that, but I have a season ticket as a local pensioner. I don’t pay for a locker, though. What a cheek. I just hang up my clothes in the changing room and take my chance. Who would want to pinch my awful rags anyway?

Over the summer, as I began The Heath, we had an incredibly hot spell during which it reached thirty-three degrees in the capital. I think in old money that means more than ninety degrees Fahrenheit. Goodness, how we sweltered! Every day I thought, Thank God I have the Men’s Pond so handily placed nearby. I don’t have to drag myself through the awful heat and dirt, through the crowds and the traffic, to the public pool in Kentish Town.

I have got into the habit of making the short, pleasant walk to the pond in my swimming shorts, T-shirt and sandals – Birkenstock’s, of course. I’m a middle-class north Londoner, don’t you know? I carry only a towel and a dry change of shorts. I suppose, during those really hot days, I could even have walked back in my wet cossie, which I used to do at Loweswater in the Lake District, during a really hot summer when I had been swimming in Crummock Water. Somehow, it does not seem appropriate for an elderly man to be walking in public in London in a wet swimsuit.

That day, as I swam slowly round the pond in the tropical heat, I was thinking, as I always do, about all the men who have swum here before, splishing and splashing away in this very same pond in this very same water, over the last 130 years. I feel I am communing with all those who have gone before, who did what I am now doing, and who got the same pleasure out of it as I experience.

I have the same thoughts when I go to White Hart Lane or attend any football match anywhere in the world. I think of all the football fans who have stood or sat in the same place, watching the same sort of game, over the last 150 years, since football as we now know it was first organized. Yes, the rules have slightly changed, the players wear different strips, but essentially it is the same game. Someone from 1863, when the Football Association was first formed, could watch the modern game and still make sense of it, still get excited when a goal is scored.

It’s the same with swimming. The strokes might be a bit different and costumes have certainly changed, but someone swimming – slowly and gracefully – the 100 yards around the perimeter of this pond can be watched and admired today just as he was in the year 1893, when the Men’s Pond was added to Hampstead Heath, then run by the London County Council, and opened to the public.

It was part of a parcel of land that had been bought for public use three years earlier, along with the pond for sailing model boats and the dog pond. Presumably people had swum in what was to be the Men’s Pond much earlier, illegally or otherwise, when it was private land, but open-air swimming had suddenly caught on across the nation. Local councils encouraged it since it was clearly such a healthy activity for local citizens, although the Men’s Pond authorities began to get worried about the presence of naked bathers.

‘It is difficult to gauge the fibre of grown men’, harrumphed a local newspaper, ‘who expose themselves before respectable women and children when for a shilling a decent bathing costume can be bought.’ Perhaps those kids who warned me back in my early days on the Heath were repeating an old legend about naked men jumping into the pond. It was not long before the council created a proper changing room and the pond was open for swimming all the year round.

The new century brought some exciting developments. In 1905, the changing room was enlarged and the pond dredged and deepened – an operation that revealed the presence of an eleven-pound pike. By now national swimming races were being held in the pond, including the one-mile championship of England. One of the earliest and most popular features was a proper diving board – it was fifteen feet high and was the first professional diving board in England. Diving exhibitions and contests were held in the pond with paying spectators. Later another – much higher – diving board, thirty-three feet high, was installed for the summer.

Huge crowds turned up to watch the professional divers train and admire the swimmers as they performed stunts and showed off their prowess at ornamental and exotic strokes. These might include holding their breath under water for long periods, swimming like a duck, swimming like a torpedo or swimming with both legs out of the water. Male and female Olympic divers used the Men’s Pond for their training for the 1912 Stockholm Olympics – one of whom, Isabelle White (a Londoner) won a bronze medal. British Olympic swimmers continued to train
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