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About the Book

If no one will sponsor you because they think you will die trying, would you carry on?

Sean Conway set out from Land’s End to be the first person ever to swim the length of Britain. On their tiny, leaky 26-foot-yacht, Sean and his three crew members faced bad weather, seasickness and the inevitable pressures of living in close proximity for months.

As the trip wore on, Sean endured colder and colder water temperatures as he battled to make it to Scotland before winter. He was stung repeatedly in the face by jellyfish and suffered a number of injuries, but he also experienced amazing night-time phosphorescence and saw the British coastline from a whole different perspective. This remarkable and funny story of an incredible 900-mile journey ultimately shows that you don’t know what is possible until you truly put your mind to it.


About the Author

In 2012 Sean Conway gave up his photography job to try to break the record for cycling around the world. His dream came to an abrupt end when he was hit by a truck and badly injured in Arkansas, USA. After two weeks of recovery he managed to get back on his bike and continue his journey. In addition to swimming the length of Britain, Sean has cycled the length of Britain and is planning to run it unsupported. This will make him the first person to complete a Britain ‘triathlon’. Sean has also climbed Kilimanjaro dressed as a penguin and once dislocated his shoulder cheese-rolling in Gloucestershire. He lives in Cheltenham and is currently restoring a Second World War boat.

www.seanconway.com
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PROLOGUE

A mouthful of salt water rushed down my throat as I tried to breathe into a wave. I nearly vomited. Rain pelted down and ran into my mouth as I struggled for air. Off in the distance a horn started booming across the sea. I looked up to see where it was coming from. A lighthouse possibly? I wasn’t sure. Was it a rescue siren for me? My heart started to race as I imagined being rescued on Day 2. That would be embarrassing. The horn carried on for a few minutes as a mist started to roll in, reducing my visibility to nearly nothing. Ah. A foghorn! I felt strangely relieved, but also nervous that perhaps I looked like I needed rescuing. No one in their right mind would swim in this cold, windy and foggy sea by choice.

I pushed on towards the headland where the foghorn was sounding and got caught up in a fast eddy. I pushed and pushed but no matter how hard I tried I wasn’t moving. My tired arms, which had now been working for over five hours, just couldn’t do it. Em, in the kayak next to me, had a look of despair.

‘We’re not moving!’

The tide was too strong at this time of day and I had nothing left in the tank. I tried for another 10 minutes but then had to make a decision. I told Em to go ahead to the beach and I looked for a way to get out of the water, as I started to float backwards. The rocks to my right were sharp and broken, and the waves rushed past them with daunting ferocity. I’d surely be knocked out if I got too close. The rise in water height was about one and a half metres. There was one ledge which was about the same height as the crest of each wave. If I timed it correctly, I could get beached on the top and avoid getting washed off. I waited and waited before the right wave lifted me right up to the jagged edge. I kicked hard and landed right on top of the ledge. I held on tight as the wave flowed away. I frantically tried to scramble up the rocks out of the reach of the water but nearly fell back into the sea again. I couldn’t feel my feet at all. It was if they were completely separate from my body – numb bits of rubber at the end of my tired legs. Eventually I made it to the safety of the grass above and collapsed.

It was only Day 2 and I couldn’t push through one eddy. I guess this was why so many people kept telling me this swim wasn’t possible. I lay there for what seemed an eternity wondering if I had in fact completely misjudged the enormity of this challenge.

One thing was for sure, I’d never be able to take two months of this type of swimming.
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GETTING TO THE START

Two months to go …

‘Sean, my boy. Would you like a cup of tea?’

I sat up and bumped my head on the ceiling. Damn it, I thought. I’m too bloody old to sleep on a bunk bed.

I climbed down the child-sized ladder, my weight nearly toppling the bed over. I’d sleep on the bottom bunk but my entire life seemed to be piled on there. I’d moved back in with my mother almost a year ago. Partly because she has been ill, but mainly to save money for my swim. So, 32 years old and living at home, on a bunk bed. It was depressing to think about it but I really needed to save as much as possible.

I left my tiny room and headed a few metres down the hall to another tiny room at the back of the flat in which I’d constructed a sort of logistical headquarters. It had no windows and the landlord had forgotten to plaster the walls. The upside was I could draw and stick various things onto the wall knowing it would be covered over at some point. One of the first things I bought was a huge poster of the British Isles which I pinned right in front of me. I’d spend at least an hour staring blankly at it, wondering if it was possible to complete such a long sea swim. My heart rate always rose a little when looking at places like Cape Wrath. Yachts have come off second best there, how would a swimmer cope? So many questions to which I’d probably never get answers until I was underway. At this point everything was pure speculation.

Firstly, I had decided, I needed a support boat. I’d toyed with loads of ideas. Initially I was going to do it with just a few kayaks, but then realised we couldn’t carry enough water and finding places to come ashore at the exact moment the tide changed would be impossible. The second idea was to get a motorboat, but I soon gave up on that idea when I realised the fuel bill would run into thousands of pounds. The best option was to get a yacht. I started by trawling through eBay. My budget was £4,000. Who was I kidding? I’d never find a 4-berth yacht that was ready to sail for £4,000. I had no other option though. I was planning on getting the money from credit cards, and I’d have to sell the yacht at the end to hopefully make some money back as long as I didn’t trash it.

The second brainwave I had was to put a post on a yachting forum. Surely some kind-hearted gentleman who ‘just didn’t have the time to sail any more’ would possibly lend me a yacht? It was a long shot but worth trying.

So the previous night I had posted the following:

In July 2013, I’m going to attempt to become the first person to swim the length of Britain. I’m swimming from iconic Land’s End to John O’Groats up the west coast. It’s going to be one of the hardest swims of all time and I am trying to raise money for War Child in Africa. I’ll be swimming the equivalent of the Channel every day for two months as I battle the 1,000-mile coastal swim.

I am looking for anyone who has a 30-foot yacht that needs a bit of TLC. I’m proposing to get it cleaned up for you if you would be so kind as to lend it to me as a support boat. I’ll need it from mid-June to the end of September.

Regards, Sean

There must be someone out there wanting his or her boat fixed for free?

The next morning I was delighted to see quite a few emails in my inbox. Brilliant. I excitedly opened the first one, which came only half an hour after I posted the topic. Keen, I thought. He must know someone.

It read:

‘you need to do much more reserch and it will take more like 6 months’

No punctuation and bad spelling. He didn’t even answer the question. Never mind. I moved on to the next email with slightly less positivity.

‘Frankly I think this idea is totally daft. But you certainly didn’t ask for my opinion, nor do you need anyone’s permission to try.’

Well, that was helpful, I thought, but he was right on one thing. I didn’t need his, or anyone’s, permission. A stubborn anger started to build. Emails like that made me want to do it even more. I moved on to the next email.

‘A project like this might be better supported with a RIB?’

A short answer and not exactly what I asked but at least we were getting somewhere. I moved on.

‘I predict that you will have more problems trying to find a place to berth the yacht every night, 20 miles apart, than you will doing the swim. All-weather ports down the west coast are very few and far between. This will be repeated all the way down the Irish Sea and St George’s Channel. A fast MOBO is the only possibility IMHO, a small yacht not an option.’

Logistical advice was great but not quite what I was asking. Also, what was a MOBO? Next.

‘I don’t want to be too pessimistic but Florence Chadwick who broke the England-France Channel record for both men and women after years of training, was not able to complete the Portpatrick–Donaghadee crossing: about 22 miles.’

What does that have to do with lending me a boat? Next.

‘A lot of negative feedback here. If no one tries it we will never know whether it’s achievable or not, best of luck with it and I will follow it with interest.’

Well someone at least feels sorry for me. Next.

There was no next. That was it. Not one person giving any useful advice. I turned my computer off and stared at the map of Britain. This swim was looking like a pipedream, but I was determined for it to become a reality. Nothing suggested it wasn’t possible, but proving that the impossible is actually possible, before you even start, was proving to be near impossible. This is quite a common scenario with big adventures, I guess. If it seemed possible then it would probably have been attempted already and therefore not attract as much attention, which excites sponsors. It was a hard game to play because I needed to sound confident to potential sponsors that I’d be able to complete the swim without sounding too naïve about the task at hand. Sponsors can work out straight away if you have looked into everything or not.

Finding a company to sponsor the swim was turning out to be increasingly difficult. I always seemed to get into meetings but inevitably got the same answers: ‘We love the idea but just don’t think it’s possible, so it’s too big a risk for us. But if you want to use our kit we’d happily supply you with it.’

I didn’t need kit. I needed money to pay for fuel for the support boat and food for the crew. I emailed 350 companies and most expressed no interest at all in becoming a title sponsor. A few said they’d think about it, but with less than two months to go it was looking unlikely. I never thought it would be this hard. All I was asking for was £10,000. Surely for these sorts of companies that’s a small price to pay for the potential publicity? Some even said they didn’t want to get involved in case I died. That’s always a positive email to get.

While I struggled along to find a sponsor, I started to look for crew. I needed three crew members: someone to skipper the boat, someone to take care of press, PR, take photos, help with prepping meals and be a general deckhand, and lastly someone to kayak next to me so that I didn’t get lost. A kayak could also carry food and water so I could eat and hydrate while in the water.

I had no idea where to start so thought I’d write a blog and share it on Twitter and Facebook. I added questions like, ‘Do you suffer from seasickness?’ and ‘Can you kayak?’ Within a day I got an application from Em Bell. Em Bell? I recognised the name but didn’t know why so I Googled her.

Ah, yes! She was part of the crew that supported my friend Dave Cornthwaite when he swam 1,000 miles down the Missouri River. She was 28 years old, had no commitments like a job or a husband and knew a thing or two about swimming-based adventures. On paper she sounded perfect. But I remembered that Dave had had quite a few problems with his crew so I decided to give him a quick call to see what he thought.

‘Hello buddy. How’s the swim prep?’ Dave asked when he picked up the phone.

‘Good. Just trying to find crew. Got any tips?’

Dave laughed.

‘More to the point,’ I said, ‘Em Bell just applied. Is she any good?’

‘Mate, she is incredible. Say yes to her NOW, before she finds something else to do. She was the best person in my crew and by far the hardest working person I have ever met. Honestly, you won’t regret it!’

I emailed Em straight away to arrange a meeting. One crew member found, two more to go. Who knows how I was going to find a skipper. Most people who can sail a yacht probably own one and have better things to do, like run a successful business, than follow a swimmer going at two knots for two months.

Feeling a bit disheartened, I decided to do some work on the fundraising side of things to take my mind off logistics. I had chosen the charity War Child specifically to help children in the Central African Republic. Raising money for charity is an important motivator when taking on a challenge like this. I knew I would get a huge boost when people donate some money through the JustGiving page I had set up.

One month to go …

I finally had my crew. Surprisingly, my Tweets and Facebook posts had resulted in more than 30 applications, which I’d narrowed down to five finalists. It was a hard decision as they all had pretty impressive CVs – two had even climbed Mount Everest. In the end the position of Head of Press and PR and general deck-hand went to Owain Wyn-Jones, a 35-year-old chap originally from Wales, now living in Shropshire. At first, he didn’t seem the most adventurous of the applicants and even when I called him for the interview his reply was ‘Really? I never expected a call from you’, but he had a good eye for media, could take a great photo and said he loved fishing. My one concern was that he was married with a child but he convinced me that this wouldn’t be an issue. His wife was the one who found the opportunity for him. I had a good gut feeling about Owain. This would be a big challenge for him and I knew he’d work hard at making the most of it.

I was really happy with having Em and Owain, but finding a skipper was still proving tricky. None of the blogs or forums I used came up with anything. Out of options, it was time to try my one and only lead, my good friend Jeremy. Jez was a teacher and had hinted that he’d like to come and find me during my swim for a few weeks during his holidays in August. Jez lives on a narrowboat in London and can sail, although he never formally trained. To get him for July too he’d have to get a lot of time off work right at the end of the school year. It was a long shot but I was desperate. I gave him a call.

‘How’s the boat?’ I asked, knowing that he was busy installing a shower.

‘It’s coming along slowly. I’ve been showering at school for six months; a few more days won’t kill me. How’s the swim prep? Not long now, what’s it, four weeks to go?’

‘Just over four.’ Saying it out loud gave me a slight panic attack. I had no skipper, no support boat, no kayak for Em, no RIB (Rigid Inflatable Boat), no sponsor and no food. How was I going to sort all that out in four weeks and still have time to train?

‘You must be excited. Who’s skippering it? Can I still come in August?’ asked Jez excitedly.

‘Well, that’s why I am calling. I really can’t find a skipper anywhere. Fancy being the skipper?’

There was a long pause.

‘Interesting.’

I had no idea what he meant by that.

‘When is it you start?’

‘On 30 June.’

‘Mmm. It’s not a no, but I’d have to check with school. It could be fun!’

‘Please, mate, I’ll pay for you to do your VHF licence and a day skipper course if you want.’

‘Well, legally I need the VHF licence and I don’t need to do a day skipper course but it’s always good to learn I guess. What boat have you got?’

‘Yeah, um, I haven’t got one yet. I was hoping a skipper might be able to help with that. I have no idea what I am doing.’

‘Fair enough. Let me call you tomorrow.’

‘Thank you. I am desperate.’

Jez hadn’t said yes, but he hadn’t said no either. I’d done my bit; it was up to him now.

I didn’t hear from Jez for three days and I was close to giving up. Then my phone rang one morning when I was in the shower. I ran to my phone, dripping water all over the floor. It was Jez.

‘Hello, mate,’ I said, nervously, and slightly out of breath from my ten-metre dash from the bathroom. That was worrying, and probably reflected how little training I’d managed to fit in.

‘Right, I’ve handed in my notice. My last day is Friday 28 June. I’m all yours from then.’

‘Really? I thought you were going to ask for time off?’

‘Yeah, but they said no and I didn’t like the school anyway so it was a good excuse to leave.’

‘Wow. This is awesome. Thank you so much. I owe you everything.’

I jumped around my bedroom, completely naked, doing a silent scream. I had a full crew now. I couldn’t contain my excitement.

‘I’ve also been thinking,’ Jez continued in a calm, matter-of-fact way. ‘I have a sea kayak too and I know a guy called Arthur who lives on a boat near me who has an old RIB with an outboard engine that is just sitting there. I’m sure if you service it for him he’d let you borrow it.’

‘Really?!’ My day was getting better. Not only had I got a skipper, who was a good mate of mine, I now had a kayak and a RIB with an engine.

‘I can only ask him but he is really cool.’

‘You are my hero. Thanks so much.’

‘No worries at all. This is going to be fun. I’ll send you a list of things I need, like charts, etc. What do you want me to do?’

I gave Jez a long list of things he’d need to be in charge of, such as tides, route, navigation and safety, and most importantly, researching a support boat. My £4,000 budget, fuelled completely by a credit card I managed to squeeze out of Lloyds Bank, really wasn’t bringing up anything suitable on eBay but I hoped Jez’s knowledge might help.

I grew up in Zimbabwe, in Mana Pools National Park, where my dad was a conservation ranger. At my school swimming was compulsory and, even if you were spluttering around in the shallow end on the verge of drowning, our swim teacher, Mrs Morrison, would still shout at you to carry on. A few kids really weren’t made for swimming, or wearing speedos to be fair. I wasn’t a natural swimmer but I did at least learn the strokes. And I must have got reasonably good at it, as when I was 14 I took part in the Midmar Mile, a huge annual open water swimming event in South Africa.

But that was probably the last serious swimming I’d done. I was now 32 years old and apart from fetching the occasional Frisbee from the sea on Brighton beach, I hadn’t actually swum for the sake of swimming for the last 14 years. So why on earth had I set myself such a huge swimming-based challenge?

Back in 2011 I was miserable and discontent, and very much just existing rather than living. I hated the life I had made for myself and was operating on autopilot. It was very much a case of, ‘Get up! Do something you hate just so you can afford the flat you only sleep in and a car you need just to do the job you hate!’ It was my own fault really. I’d arrived in London in 2002 with only £100 in my pocket. I did a few jobs just to get some cash, like cutting lettuces in a pre-packed salad factory in Cambridgeshire, and working six days a week developing other people’s holiday photos at Snappy Snaps, before starting my own photography business. But instead of going out and chasing creative work that fuelled my imagination, I decided to chase the money and spent 99% of my time doing corporate portraits of bankers in the city, who, after the banking crisis of 2008, really didn’t want to be photographed. When I wasn’t photographing angry bankers it was crying babies for school portraits. Headshots in front of a white background. I was a glorified passport photographer photographing people who didn’t actually want to be photographed. It was soul destroying, but it paid the bills.

I did this for almost ten years until, a few months before my thirtieth birthday, I’d had enough. I finally admitted I was miserable and walked into the office and asked my business partner, James, to buy my shares. He offered me £1. I agreed and, a month later, after helping him restructure operations so he could work on his own, I walked away. I knew what I needed now was to challenge myself to do something radically different.

Growing up on the banks of the Zambezi River meant there were some amazing opportunities to do adventurous stuff, and I have always loved getting outside. In my teens I was really into canoeing, and competed in several river marathons including the Dusi Canoe Marathon, which takes place over three days on a 75-mile course in South Africa. I also once climbed Kilimanjaro dressed as a penguin for charity. I realised that this was the sort of stuff that made me happy.

I’d been reading a lot about round the world cyclists like Mark Beaumont, Vin Cox and Tommy Godwin. This was exactly the sort of adventure I wished I could have. Then I realised, why couldn’t I do it? Honestly, I had two legs and could cycle. What was stopping me?

So that’s how I came to join nine other cyclists all competing in the first ever World Cycle Race. It was the brainchild of round the world cyclist Vin Cox who, on returning home from his ride, realised his record could easily be beaten and invited people to attempt it. The idea that I might be able to break a world record was inspiring, and exactly what I needed. I worked incredibly hard training and getting ready for the challenge before setting off from Greenwich in February 2012. It was going to be one hell of a race.

A month into my ride I was way ahead of the world record, averaging 180 miles per day self-supported, when I was run over in America by a careless driver. This effectively ended my world record attempt. After a month off the bike recovering in America I carried on as I still wanted to raise money for my chosen charity, Solar Aid, but I was a lot slower and eventually limped back to London having cycled 16,000 miles in 116 days. In many ways it had still been the adventure of a lifetime, but there was one thing missing. I had failed in my attempt to break the world record for round the world cycling. I had worked so hard and really hoped to do something that no one else had.

This was the idea behind this swim. I was sure it was possible, but no one had done it. If I succeeded I would be the only one. I would really be pushing myself to my limits. Physically, as I would be battling the sea, but mentally too, as I would have to cope with being in the water for hours on end. I really wanted to make it happen to give myself the confidence back that I could do something physically and mentally on the ‘extremely difficult’ scale. Swimming 1,000 miles up the coast of Britain certainly ticked that box.

So, that’s how it happened that ten months on from returning from my failed round the world cycle record attempt I was in the shallow end of my local pool, staring into the water. This was my first training session and I kept thinking to myself – I hope it’s like riding a bicycle; you never forget.

As is turned out I had pretty much forgotten, and was so awful I had to get out after ten lengths because I felt dizzy and nauseous. I was rubbish. In between sorting out crew, logistics and finding a sponsor it was proving very difficult to fit in swim training. I was already resigned to the fact I’d have to do all my training in a pool and wouldn’t be able to do any sea-training sessions; Mum lives in Cheltenham which is a good three-hour round trip from the nearest beach. It wasn’t ideal, and far from the serious training sessions I did for my cycle, but I was just running out of time. I figured I would get fit along the route. If I didn’t drown first.

I was told by various people who knew what they were talking about, which was almost anyone who has swum, ever, to get some coaching sessions. So, eventually, after not much progress in the pool, I decided to enlist the help of triathlon legend Mark Kleanthous who has completed more than 450 triathlons around the world. He had access to an ‘endless’ pool, which is a small pool that pushes a flow of water towards you. This allows you to swim in one spot while he films your technique. After my session, Mark sent me a long list of things I needed to change. He said my technique was pretty awful, but if I just changed a few little things I’d become more efficient in the water. I didn’t need to be the fastest; after all, it wasn’t a race. What was more important was strength – both mental and physical – as well as endurance. I would be tested to the limit and I really had no idea if I would be up to the task.

I did at least realise that getting enough fuel into my body every day would be really important, so I went to see Steve, the nutritionist I worked with before the round the world cycle. As ever, he was a fountain of useful information. He also helped me with a training program too. No one really had any idea how to eat enough calories for my body to deal with the cold water for so long, but Steve’s ‘eat EVERYTHING’ concept seemed to be the best solution for now. There was no point in planning to eat certain food and then not being able to stomach them. ‘If you can stomach it mate, then eat it,’ he’d say. Seemed a good compromise for when conditions are against you.

Two weeks to go …

I still didn’t have a boat or a sponsor. I decided to go down to see Jez and meet Arthur, who was lending me his RIB and outboard.

Jez lives on a canal in east London and has one of the best local pubs I’ve ever been to. It’s called the Anchor & Hope and sits right on the towpath. It’s a proper East End pub that specialises in real ale. On weekdays, there’s no food except for a few packets of crisps and nuts behind the bar. Jez has his own mug which they keep especially for him. It is one of those German-type mugs with the lid you open with your thumb. He even has a special order which they have ready for him even before he reaches the bar. It’s half of one ale and half of another. Most afternoons you can buy eel and fish from a chap who walks through the pub with a tray. I decided that this would be a good place to catch up with Jez and look at a few yachts I had saved to the eBay app on my phone.

Every yacht we looked at either didn’t have an engine, or was missing a sail, or had no navigation equipment – all of which can be expensive to sort out after you’ve bought the boat. Eventually we came across an old wooden 26-foot yacht built in 1961. It was a SCOD (South Coast One Design) and was currently at a bid of £3,500, which was just in budget, and had a few days to go on the auction. Jez read the description and he was surprised how good the condition was for the price. She had good sails, was seaworthy already, had a separate toilet that wasn’t between the two front bunks as with many smaller yachts, and had all the GPS navigation and depth sounders we needed. Her name was Friday While, and, although 52 years old and wooden, she looked like she had character. We decided to have another ale each and carry on searching.

Two more ales later and having seen nothing remotely as good, we had another look at Friday While. Twenty-six foot was a little on the small side, but she had a very large keel – five foot, six inches – which would make her more stable in bigger waves. I decided to Google SCODs. They had some great reviews: steady at sea, very well engineered and lovely to sail. The only thing people said they didn’t like was that they were very slow. This could become an issue in trying to fight the tides and get us to safe anchorages, but to be honest, I didn’t really have a better choice. Could this be the boat for Swimming Britain?

The auction had two more days to run, but I was leaving for Jersey to do some talks at schools to earn some money as I still had no sponsor. I had no way of going down to look at her before I left and the auction would end while I was on the ferry to Jersey. It was a case of bid now on the phone or miss out. I bought another pint while I mulled it over. Several ales later, after changing my mind constantly, I decided I didn’t really have much choice. I hadn’t seen anything like it at all for the price. I plucked up the (Dutch) courage and, with a small amount of difficulty, I took out my phone and put a maximum bid of £4,007.51. Nervously, I pressed BID and waited. There was a slow internet connection and the spinning wheel symbol seemed to take forever. Eventually the screen flashed green and my heart jumped. It said, ‘You are the highest bidder at £3,632.’

Jez and I looked at each other. He was smiling. I was smiling too but it was more of a nervous smile. Had I just bought a yacht on the eBay app? We had a few more ales to celebrate.

I woke up the next morning with a slight headache. Had I really bid on a yacht in Jez’s local? I looked at my phone. I was still the highest bidder for Friday While. My heart raced. Last night was all a bit hazy but I remembered Jez saying it was worth it, and I trusted him. I now needed to pack for Jersey. I’d only know when I got there whether I had won the auction or not.

The ferry crossing to the Channel Islands felt impossibly long. I was meant to be working on my talks but couldn’t keep my mind off the fact that at that very moment I may or may not be the owner of a yacht. A mile offshore I got phone reception but no 3G. Then a voicemail came through. It was Jez.

‘Mate, we got it. We have a boat! Final bid was £3,890 which I think is a bargain. Well done, Mr Boat Owner! Anyway, let me know when you are back, it’s down on the south coast. I need to start thinking about getting it to Penzance, which will take about six days.’

An overwhelming feeling smothered me and I started to hyperventilate a little. This was it. Owning a yacht was something I never in a million years thought I’d do, and buying one the way we did probably wasn’t the best idea, but nevertheless, I now had a boat and a crew. Things were looking up.

Except that I still couldn’t pay for the trip.

The truth was that Swimming Britain was still a fantasy. I was acting confident and telling everyone it was happening. I’d bought a yacht and convinced three people to give up their entire summer to live on it with me. But without financial help from sponsors there was no way on earth I could afford to feed a crew and pay all the costs. If I couldn’t find a sponsor I’d most certainly have to delay the swim by an entire year, or more. Apart from everything else that I’d need to start all over again with, finding another crew would be the hardest – after all, who knows where Jez, Owain and Em might be in a year. That would be so disappointing. I was excited about our team.

I knew I was probably going to need more than the £10,000 in sponsorship I was asking for, but I didn’t want to scare potential sponsors off with a higher figure.

On Tuesday morning, ten days before the start of my swim, I woke up and opened my laptop to see if I’d had any luck with emails to sponsors from the day before. It was always disappointing seeing an empty inbox but this time I noticed an email from a lady called Sally at Speedo. I’d had two meetings with Speedo, and although they said they were interested nothing had been confirmed. This was probably to say they didn’t want to fund it, just like the other 350 companies I’d contacted. I hesitantly opened the email.

Hi Sean

We just wanted to let you know that we’re in for the full £10,000. What you’re doing is remarkable and it is exactly what we believe in – normal people using swimming to explore and get fit.

Attached is a contract. You should get the funds in ten days or so!

We’re really excited to be part of this.

Chat soon.

Sal

I couldn’t believe it. I screamed out loud and Mum came running into my room.

‘I got it Mum, I got the money!’

‘Well done! So proud of you!’ She hugged me.

I could feel the tension running out of my shoulders. It had been a few hard weeks of getting nowhere with anyone. Having a brand like Speedo on board was perfect because I now had funds to feed the crew properly and also they had great ideas about sharing the adventure. I couldn’t have asked for a more appropriate partnership.

As if my day couldn’t get any better, I then received another email from a company called Stowaways who make high-end sailing food in a bag. They wanted to provide me with 500 meals for the swim. It was exactly what I needed: good quality packet food I could just heat up and that didn’t need rehydrating. That was it – pretty much everything was in place! Swimming Britain could definitely go ahead! I was brimming with excitement and nerves.

One week to go …

My plans were finally coming together. I had been working with Jez, Owain and Em on getting most of the logistics sorted. Jez had taken Friday While to Penzance with the help of an amazing skipper called Lou. She and her brother Jim run a sailing school called Nomad Sailing on the south coast, and had kindly offered to donate four days of their time to give Jez a refresher course in sailing and help him get the boat down towards Land’s End. I tried to go out with them on the first day but got so seasick I decided not to do the rest of the journey. This was not a good sign. I hoped I wouldn’t get seasick while swimming, although I’d heard that can happen.

The last week before the start was a hive of checking things, sorting last-minute kit and making sure the crew had everything they needed. The only slight hiccup was that Speedo hadn’t received my signed contract and I only realised a few days before the start when the funds hadn’t arrived. I had to send another one through, and that delay meant the money would only clear a few days after the start of the swim. Normally this would be fine but I literally had no money left at all. I had borrowed everything I could from friends and family, and maxed every credit card and all overdrafts possible. It was so bad that I didn’t even have enough money to fill my car with diesel to get to Land’s End.

My last resort was to go grovelling to my bank manager with the email from Speedo to ask for £250. It took an hour for Robert, the bank manager, to call various people at Lloyds head office, or wherever they make decisions, before they eventually decided to give me another £250 on a two-week extension to my current overdraft. At least I could pay to service Arthur’s outboard, which I hadn’t done yet, and fill my car so I could actually get to Land’s End and the start line.
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LAND’S END

‘Hey mate, really sorry but I’ve missed my bus by two minutes.’

Jez hadn’t got his bus from London to Penzance and therefore would not be here for the start of the swim, which was set for midday tomorrow.

‘Shit. OK. When can you get here?’ I asked, trying not to sound annoyed. He had quit his job for me after all. The reason I needed Jez there was because the only way to get to the tip of Land’s End was to drive a mile up the coast to a place called Sennen Cove, which has a harbour and access to the sea. From there I was going to take the yacht to the tip of Land’s End and jump in to start the swim.

‘Tomorrow evening is when the next one comes in. Sorry,’ he replied in an annoyingly calm voice. Why wasn’t he stressed out? I would soon learn that Jez never gets stressed out about anything, which has its advantages.

‘I guess there is nothing we can do. I’ll try to find a fisherman or something.’

I put the phone down and put my head in my hands. Getting to the start line had been so difficult, but here we were. Everything was meant to be in place and I had hoped to have a relaxing evening, get some food and then an early night. I now needed to go and find a fisherman to help me, so I headed down to Sennen Cove for some advice. Em came along as I figured a girl might have more luck asking for things.

Em started working her magic straight away with a pretty convincing ‘we’re desperate’ sob story. First stop was the café. They were incredibly friendly, and when Em told them what I was attempting they sent us to find a fisherman and also suggested that the RNLI might help.

So we asked the RNLI if they had a small dinghy that someone could take us in a mile up the coast and then drop me in the water.

‘No, we can’t do that!’ the old lady replied as if it was absurd to ask. ‘We take people out of dangerous situations and out of the water. We can’t be seen to be putting people into the water and into dangerous situations!’

I was initially annoyed with their logic because I was going to swim no matter what and surely having them close to me was better than me going it alone but, after thinking about it, they did have a point. Imagine I did get into trouble and it was revealed that the RNLI had put me in that position. It would not look good for them. I guess I was just going to have to get used to the idea of this ‘sorry we can’t help in case you die’ attitude for this swim.

The next stop was to ask a fisherman called Bob. Apparently he was still out fishing but was due back in about an hour, so Em and I sat on the beach and looked out to the sea. Although typically overcast, there weren’t that many waves and conditions looked pretty good for swimming.

‘I hope it’s like this tomorrow,’ Em said, looking a little worried. Em had actually never kayaked in the sea before; the only kayaking she had done was an hour on the Thames a few weeks before. (She had travelled down the Missouri by stand up paddle board as part of Dave Cornthwaite’s crew.) It was a risky choice as we didn’t know what the sea conditions would be like, but her swimming knowledge was well worth having and of all the people who had applied she was the most enthusiastic, and that counted for a lot.

‘Me too. It’s hard to imagine it all stormy and violent on days like today. Let’s hope it stays like this,’ I replied.

Off to our right was Sennen beach, which had a few kids building sandcastles and running around being mischievous. It was Saturday 29 June 2013, which meant the beach was probably at its busiest but, even so, it was still pretty quiet. Land’s End is a very long way from anything really. So far away in fact that none of my friends had managed to visit. Just my mum and her friend Cathy had made it to see me off. I didn’t really expect my mates to come all the way down, but it would have been nice.

My friends have become used to me doing big challenges after my round the world cycle, so they’re not that surprised by anything I do now. It’s fine because sometimes the planning of a big adventure like this can somehow turn into an all-encompassing monster that takes over your entire life. This can be a massive contradiction to the reasons you want to go off adventuring in the first place. You want to get away from the rat race, expand your mind, push yourself and not get caught up in the bullshit that modern living can throw at you. If you’re not careful you can get just as caught up in the adventure bullshit, where your challenge starts to own you and all other parts of your life fall by the wayside. My friends keep me really grounded, and on occasions when I am telling someone at a party what I do, all my mates shamelessly just turn around and walk away yawning, as they’ve heard it a million times.

Mum, on the other hand, like all mums, loves everything I do and spent most of the preceding months telling everyone she met about the swim. Even people in the queue for an ATM, where engaging in conversation could be misinterpreted as an invasion of privacy, Mum doesn’t care, she goes straight in with, ‘My son is just
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