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Dedication

To my daughter, Saorla,

granddaughter Claire Anne,

and young women everywhere

who might someday ask 

“What for?”





Epigraph

The Channel swim, being within possibility but never easy, is as satisfying a feat as can be imagined in any field of physical enterprise. None but first class athletes can presume to essay it; but they can enter the lists from all parts of the world and the waters thereof, just as they are, without implements and without artifice, men and women against wind and tide.

—Times of London, August 7, 1926





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue

1. Overboard

2. The Challenge

3. Highlands

4. The Painter

5. The Women’s Swimming Association

6. The Crossing

7. The Teacher

8. The Channel

9. The Best Girl

10. The Next Man

11. Goals

12. Rivals

13. Records

14. Girl in the Water

15. Trials

16. Agony

17. Comeback

18. Wolffe

19. Touched

20. Poison

21. Cape Gris-Nez

22. What For?

23. Kingsdown

24. Shore

25. Swept Away

Afterword

Acknowledgments

Notes and Sources

Index

Photo Section

About the Author

Selected Praise for Young Woman and the Sea

Selected Books by Glenn Stout

Copyright

About the Publisher






Prologue

The English Channel, 51°09' N, 1°26' E, approximately 2.5 miles SSE of Kingsdown Beach, Great Britain. 17:30 French Summer Time, August 6, 1926.

She has been in the water for nearly twelve hours, tossed up and down, forward and back, upside down and sideways in the froth and spray of the channel between France and England. The white cliffs of Dover loom over the horizon in the fading light only a few miles ahead, and Cape Gris-Nez, the headland where she entered the water in France, is now nearly twenty miles and half a day behind her. The water temperature hovers just above sixty degrees, cold, no warmer than the surrounding air. It is raining and the white-capped waves are running nearly six feet, tossing her up and down and up again with each surge. A stiff wind blows the spray from atop the waves back into her face.

But Trudy Ederle doesn’t really notice, not anymore. Every moment, every breath, every stroke of her arms and kick of her legs is the same. The young woman swimming in the sea is wearing a nearly scandalous two-piece, silk swimming suit. She is covered in sheep grease and petroleum jelly and wears a tight rubber bathing cap over her close-cropped auburn hair. Amber-tinted goggles shield her eyes from the salt water. To her, the sea is not the slate gray it appears from above, or blue, or green. Through the goggles it is a delicious golden ochre.

She has been swimming since dawn, first at twenty-eight strokes per minute, and now, after almost twelve hours, a slightly slower twenty-two or twenty-four, swimming a new stroke known as the American crawl, a stroke no one has ever used to cross the English Channel.

In all of human history, only five men have ever made such a crossing. No woman has ever swum the Channel before, and only a handful have ever tried. For more than a year, however, the world has followed Trudy’s quest, first tracking her failure and now, on this day, hoping for her success. If she makes it across she will be the most recognized and famous woman in the world. Everywhere, from the Ederles’ summer home in Highlands, New Jersey, to the White House in Washington, D.C., and Lloyd’s of London, where oddsmakers give her only a slim chance of succeeding, everyone is listening to the radio and reading newspaper bulletins and rooting for her to succeed. She has captured their imaginations. And if she succeeds, she will win their hearts as well.

Trudy does not think of this, any of it, for such thoughts left her consciousness hours ago, and now there is only this moment, broken into breaths. Every fourth stroke she tilts her head, takes a mouthful of air, then slowly exhales from her nose, watching the bubbles dance before her face as if they belong to some other creature swimming below her, just out sight, and she is somehow riding on its crest.

It is quiet but it is not completely silent. The sea makes its own muffled sound, and she cannot discern the splash that comes from her arms pinwheeling into the water from the slap of the sea itself against her body, or that of the waves colliding and collapsing and rising again. She is half in, half out of the water, testing the surface beneath the stray gull that sounds overhead, pulling herself and being pulled by the tides and the currents at the same time.

There are two boats, motorized tugs, one several yards behind her to the starboard side, and another, farther off to the stern, both straining to keep her in sight as she lifts and falls and slips between the waves. The faint hum of the engines spreads like velvet in the water, as natural and soundless as the beating of her own heart.

One boat holds her father, her sister Meg, her ghostwriter, Julia, and her trainer and coach, Bill Burgess, one of those five men who have swum the Channel before. The second boat holds the press, reporters wrapped in rain gear scratching notes on pads of paper and typing out dispatches in the pilothouse to be sent ashore by wireless. They are waiting for the final moment: the instant she makes it across, is pulled from the water short of her goal, or, as some fear, slips from consciousness and disappears forever beneath the waves. Whatever happens—success, failure, or tragedy—will be a headline the next morning. Trudy Ederle will be either a heroine or a figure of pity known to nearly every man, woman, and child who can read a newspaper.

She does not think of this. Her thoughts have slowed, and she is all sense—touch and taste, sight and sound.

She feels these things from afar, notes the sensations, and continues as if she is a kind of artist taking stock of the features of a model, working on a still life, oblivious to time. She does not, really, feel them herself, for her consciousness has closed her off from her own body. She is only a spectator peering out from far inside, focused only on this next stroke, this next breath.

She is exhausted but not tired. She is cold but does not feel cold. How strange is that? Her lips are chapped and cracking, her thighs and armpits chaffed and stinging, her ears inflamed, her tongue swollen by salt water. Her limbs are numb, and her feet and legs kick on of their own accord. But her center is warm, even glowing, the embers protected deep within.

And there is no place in the world she would rather be. She has hours still to go, and she is deliriously, hopelessly happy.

On the rare clear day when fog and clouds do not obscure the view, at the English Channel’s narrowest point, when one gazes toward England from Cape Gris-Nez in France, the English coastline looks tantalizingly close. The gleaming cliffs of Dover stretch along the horizon in a horizontal stream like a landscape in an oil painting, a smear of titanium white touched with cadmium yellow, daubed above an azure sea. From the heights at Cape Gris-Nez, where wildflowers dance in the offshore breezes, the waters in mid-Channel, filled with boats of all shapes and sizes, can look deceptively calm, even placid. Swimming from one coast to the other seems more a matter of willpower and stamina than anything else, a difficult task, to be sure, and one that requires significant discipline and great athletic ability, but not an impossible one.

Yet those clear days that make the Channel swim seem so feasible are not just uncommon, but, in fact, a cruel illusion. There are reasons far, far fewer human beings have swum the English Channel than have climbed Mount Everest. More than three thousand people have stood on top of the world since Tensing Norgay and Sir Edmund Hillary first accomplished the feat in 1953, yet only nine hundred or so solo swimmers—one out of every ten who make the attempt—have succeeded in swimming the English Channel. The fine weather that makes the journey appear so attainable rarely lasts for long. Conditions in the English Channel can and do change in minutes. A day that begins with gentle breezes and bright sunshine can end in a full-blown gale that even today regularly drives huge ships up onto the shore and sends even the most experienced sailors to their deaths. The waters of the Channel, even in midsummer, in bright sunshine, are bone-chillingly cold, rarely warming much above sixty degrees. Bad weather, not good, is the norm. On most days both the French and the English coasts are obscured behind banks of fog and thick clouds. Each shore is invisible not only from the other, but also to most ships that ply the passage in between. The proximity of either shore provides little comfort.

The waters of the Channel are rarely quiet. The surf claws at each coast with ferocity, relentlessly wearing it down and occasionally and inexorably causing portions of the cliffs and headlands along the shore to collapse and slip into the sea. In this way the Channel grows ever wider each day as the tides and currents funneled through the narrow passage between the northern Atlantic and the North Sea cause the waters of the Channel to lift and heave as if trying to rip the fabric of what the French refer to as La Manche, “the sleeve.”

To fully understand the achievement of Trudy Ederle, one must also understand the Channel itself, which is unlike any other body of water on the planet. The waters of the North Sea and those of the Atlantic, brought together in a vicious collision that first created the Channel, have yet to rest. They grasp and pull at everyone and everything that breach their waters. One does not cross the Channel as much as one learns its intricacies and then tries to sneak across before they turn violent and deadly.

Today, those swimmers who choose to test the waters of the Channel do so for the same reasons that Sir Edmund Hillary chose to climb Mount Everest—because “it is there,” a well-defined challenge and a way to test oneself. If the weather cooperates and the swimmer is in adequate physical condition, psychologically prepared to swim for upward of half a day, and can avoid hypothermia, the path across the Channel is well known. Over time the captains of escort boats and swimmers have managed to decode the complicated tides and currents, and modern sports medicine is adept at preparing swimmers for the challenge through healthy nutrition and exercise and assisting them along the way with proper sustenance and fluids.

None of this was the case in 1926. A true pioneer, Trudy Ederle enjoyed none of these advantages. She did not choose to swim the Channel as some kind of complicated existential test, but for reasons that were both larger than herself and intensely personal. She wanted to swim the Channel, but—at least at the beginning—she did not need to do so.

She knew, of course, that no woman had ever swum the Channel before. From 1922 through 1925 she had been the greatest female swimmer the world had ever seen, winning Olympic medals and setting more than a dozen world records, leaving the English Channel as her only remaining challenge. While she wanted to prove to those who believed a woman could not swim the Channel that, in fact, a woman could, and that she was that woman, Trudy Ederle was no feminist swimming for a cause. Although she was fully aware of the significance of doing what no woman had ever done before, she first decided to try to swim the Channel in 1925 simply because she had nothing left to accomplish in her sport and because others—her coaches and her family—believed she could.

She failed in that attempt, pulled from the water only halfway across, and afterward members of the crowd nodded knowingly, certain that if Trudy Ederle could not swim the English Channel, then in all likelihood no woman could. And even if a woman ever did swim the Channel, she would not do so using the American crawl. And, most assuredly, her name would not be Trudy Ederle.

The only way for Trudy to prove everyone wrong was to try again—and succeed. Swimming the English Channel became a challenge to her imagination. Crossing that divide would prove to be the ultimate test of man’s—and a woman’s—endurance.
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Overboard

IT WAS A PERFECT EARLY summer morning, the kind that remains etched in the memory forever, the sky a brilliant blue and the air cool and crisp as a white linen sheet hung out to dry. In the Lower East Side neighborhood known as Kleindeutschland, or, to outsiders, as Little Germany, the morning of June 15, 1904, made it possible for residents to forget their twelve-hour workdays and harsh living conditions in darkened tenements. The day had finally come.

In their tenement at 404 East Fifth Street, thirty-one-year-old Anna Weber, her husband, Frank, and their two children, Emma, ten, and Frank Jr., seven, were up early. While Anna made lunch and carefully packed it in a basket, the children danced around the apartment, periodically sticking their heads out the window, hardly able to contain themselves. Feeling the breeze and seeing the clear sky overhead, they squealed with delight and jabbered excitedly about the adventure soon to come.

For weeks the young family had looked forward to the annual excursion sponsored by St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, where most residents of Kleindeutschland worshipped. The outing had come to mark the beginning of summer, and this year Reverend Haas of St. Mark’s had rented an enormous steamship, the General Slocum, capable of carrying as many as three thousand passengers, to ferry church members up the East River and into Long Island Sound to a park. There, at a place called Locust Grove, they planned to spend the day playing games, listening to music, picnicking, and splashing and playing in the cool waters of the sound. For one day, anyway, they would all be able to forget the smell of rotting garbage and offal hanging in the air, the constant noise and clatter of the streets, and the struggle to adapt to a new country. For one day they would live the life they aspired to, one of leisure and joy. In the Webers’ apartment Emma and Frank gulped down their breakfast then dressed quickly in their best summer clothes, urging their parents to hurry up.

The family made their way to the Third Street pier, just north of Houston Street, arriving early so they could meet up with Anna’s sister, Martha, and her brother Paul and his wife and three young children. As the youngsters played together on the pier, anticipation grew, and when the Slocum finally appeared steaming upriver just before 8:00 A.M., a few cheers and squeals of delight sounded along the pier. Even though no one would be allowed to board the vessel until 8:45 A.M. and it was not scheduled to depart until 9:30, the Weber family got into line, anxious to get a good spot on deck from which to enjoy the journey up the East River.

Although the crowd on the pier included many men, Anna’s husband was one of only a few dozen fortunate enough to be among the thirteen hundred people waiting to board the steamship. It was a Wednesday, a workday, and most fathers could not dare risk taking a day off, not even for this. Most simply walked their families to the pier, said their goodbyes, and headed off to work, leaving their wives and children to enjoy the rare holiday from city living.

One of New York’s largest wheel-driven passenger steamships, the General Slocum, made primarily of oak and pine, was 235 feet long and 37 feet wide, weighed 1,300 tons, and boasted of three decks. A side-wheeler, on each side of the boat at midships was an enormous paddle wheel thirty-one feet across and sporting twenty-six paddles.

As the crowd grew, the twenty-two-man crew busied itself on board, cleaning the decks, polishing the brass, and loading up the last supplies needed for the trip—ice, refreshments, and glassware. In the morning light the Slocum, covered in coat after coat of thick white paint, gleamed beneath the sun, making the ship, which had first launched in 1891, appear almost new.

At 8:45 A.M. a member of the crew unceremoniously unhooked the chain that ran across the gangplank. Reverend Haas stood at the end of the gangway and greeted the passengers personally as they arrived on board. Anna and her extended family made their way to the middle deck toward the prow of the boat. As the children went exploring the adults warned them to stay within earshot, then chatted and laughed and leaned on the rails, watching the river traffic and seeing Manhattan come to life. Finally, just after 9:30 A.M., as a few final stragglers raced down the pier and crossed the gangplank, the engines churned, and the Slocum pulled away from the pier and into the East River, black coal smoke pouring from each of the two stacks that towered over the deck.

There was no rush. The Slocum leisurely moved up the East River, slowly gaining speed. The water was like glass, and those aboard the vessel could barely tell the ship was moving, yet at full steam she elegantly and sleekly ripped through the water at sixteen knots. On one of the decks a German band played familiar songs—American tunes, like “Swanee River,” as well as “On the Beautiful Rhine” and other German songs, giving the journey the feel of something like a moving carnival. It was a perfect day—everyone kept saying so.

But just after 10:00 A.M., as the boat steamed up the East River toward Long Island Sound, a young boy exploring the lower deck at amidships, just in front of the pilothouse, sniffed the air. Woodsmoke. Living in the tenements, where even the smallest fire could spread rapidly and endanger dozens, if not hundreds of residents, even young children were attuned to the fear of fire. The boy sensed that there was something not right with the smell of woodsmoke below decks. Glancing around he noticed a small puff of smoke rising slowly up a narrow stairway.

Turning on his heels, the boy found a deckhand, told the young man that he smelled smoke, and led the crewman back to the top of the stairs. The sailor then followed his nose down the stairs to the doorway to a storage room. At the bottom of the steps, barely visible, he saw a few faint wisps of white smoke escaping from beneath the door, then rising up the stairs and rapidly dissipating.

Inside a small fire was smoldering. The floor was littered with straw and excelsior that had been used as packing material, and sometime earlier that morning, somehow, an ember had fallen to the floor, likely from a discarded match used to light a lamp or from the ash of a cigarette or cigar. There it had smoldered and perhaps even briefly turned to flame, but behind the closed door and virtually starved of oxygen, the fire barely stayed lit. Had the door remained closed for the rest of the day, it may well have gone out on its own.

But the deckhand, poorly trained and inexperienced, made a terrible mistake. Instead of calling one of his superiors for assistance and then preparing to fight the fire, he impulsively opened the door.

After a moment of hesitation, as if taking in a big breath, the fire inhaled the precious oxygen the open door now provided and roared to life. The flames licked upward and the excelsior burst into flame, nearly filling the room and sending a blast of heat toward the doorway. The crewman suddenly realized his mistake and panicked yet again. Instead of slamming the door shut and retreating, calling an alarm, he left the door open and tried to smother the flames with the only item within reach—a bag of charcoal. He threw the heavy bag on the source of the fire, which momentarily squashed flames, leaving only smoke. The deckhand raced away to get help, but instead of closing the door, he left it wide open.

With each step he took, oxygen and flame combined to kill. The fires roared back to life, and within minutes the flames raced out the open door and up the stairs. The blaze began to spread quickly as the wooden vessel, covered by layer upon layer of highly flammable paint, proved to be near-perfect fuel.

By the time the deckhand and other crew members made their way to the lower deck, the fire was serious, but not out of control. Yet they did not panic, not yet. The boat was equipped with standpipes and water hoses, and if the crew could get water to the fire quickly, there was still time to quench the flames.

As rapidly as possible the crew pulled the hoses from the reels on which they hung and twisted the valves to open the flow of water. The water came, but instead of flowing through the hoses to the nozzle, as soon as the hoses became pressurized, they split, and instead of a stream of water being directed at the fire, the water simply spilled harmlessly—and ineffectively—over the deck.

Although the General Slocum had been launched in 1891, the canvas hoses had never been tested or even adequately inspected since. Fourteen years of exposure to the elements left them brittle and rotten.

The crewmen quickly processed the meaning of that failure and quickly abandoned their duties, racing toward the upper decks where more than thirteen hundred passengers were still oblivious to the danger spreading below.

Anna Weber and her party were chatting happily, unaware of the growing alarm down below, when all of a sudden a large puff of smoke belched out of a stairwell. Everyone stopped talking for a moment, and then someone quipped, “Don’t mind that, it’s just the chowder cooking.” Anna let loose a nervous laugh, but within seconds flame followed smoke, and then the passengers heard the crew racing through the ship, yelling “fire” and spreading panic as fast as the flames.

In a heartbeat everyone on deck leapt into action. Anna, like nearly every other mother aboard the vessel, began screaming and calling for her children. Anna’s husband raced into the crowd to find them and disappeared almost instantly.

It was a perilous situation, but not yet a very deadly one, for dozens of piers lined the river’s edge. The captain of the Slocum, Edward Van Schaik, was now aware that his boat was on fire. All he needed to do was throttle back on the engines and pull alongside the nearest pier, an act that would have taken only a minute or two and would have given most of his passengers a chance to disembark.

But like the crewman who had first discovered the blaze, Van Schaik also made a fateful error. Looking down to either side from his vantage point in the pilothouse, although he saw smoke, he thought the fire was smaller and somewhat more contained than it was. He misjudged the seriousness of the situation, and, instead of fearing for the safety of his passengers, his first concern was that if he pulled up to a dock the fire might spread from his vessel, cause the pier to catch on fire, and then, perhaps, cause a larger fire onshore. Van Schaik decided instead to keep steaming upriver at full speed. He knew the East River well and planned to run the ship aground on North Brother Island, a twenty-acre islet in the entrance to Long Island Sound.

Although North Brother Island was less than five minutes away, to those on board the vessel each subsequent second was an eternity. No one knew Van Schaik’s plans—all they knew was that flames and smoke were rapidly approaching. Anna Weber heard a man calling to “get the life preservers,” and like dozens of other passengers, Anna climbed atop chairs and tables to reach the deck ceiling where the preservers were stored overhead. Some were wired fast, and others crumbled to the touch, but some passengers managed to pull some loose then strap them on each other and their children.

In a sense, Anna was lucky. She was unable to find a preserver. Those who did leapt overboard, where they bobbed to the surface for a moment, thinking they were safe, but then, after only a few seconds, most began to sink. Like the fire hoses, the life preservers on board the Slocum also dated from 1891. Their canvas covers had rotted, and the cork used to provide flotation had degraded into dust, losing all buoyancy. Instead of saving lives, as the cork dust became waterlogged the life preservers became dead weight. One might as well have strapped on a concrete block.

Some passengers and crew members then turned their attention to the vessel’s lifeboats, which, like the preservers, were plentiful, more than enough to save everyone. But they too were useless. At some time in the past they had been wired fast where they hung and were now impossible to lower into the water.

By now portions of the middle deck were ablaze, and flames ran horizontally across the ceiling. Anna Weber felt the heat on her face and her hair caught fire. Each breath was like the blast from a furnace, and every surface she touched with her hands blistered her flesh. The crowd surged and carried Anna, still screaming for her children and husband, toward the side of the boat.

As the fire grew it created a terrible dilemma for some. Mothers had to choose between the prospect of burning to death with their children or jumping overboard with them into the waters of the East River. For most, the fear of fire proved more powerful than the fear of drowning. As the boat steamed toward North Brother Island, hundreds of passengers, one after the other, from all sides and all decks, leapt or were pushed into the water.

Most didn’t have a chance. Only a handful of the passengers knew how to swim. It seems unbelievable today, but one hundred or so years ago the ability to swim was almost entirely unknown, a skill practiced by only a few men and virtually no women, for in the Victorian era swimming, for a woman, was considered immoral. Learning to swim was taboo.

By the time the boat lurched to a halt in the shallows of North Brother Island, hundreds had jumped overboard and already drowned, while hundreds more had burned to death as the decks began collapsing on one another. Yet hundreds more still remained aboard the vessel, and now the bow of the boat was buried in the sandy bottom only twenty feet offshore in seven feet of water, while the stern lay only fifty feet from shore in thirty feet of water. For those still huddling along the railing, safety was only a few strong swim strokes away.

For most, however, making it to land was as daunting and as likely as making it across the English Channel. Even those few who could swim were burdened by layer upon layer of heavy woolen clothing that acted like a straitjacket.

Still, they tried, mothers and sons and daughters alike. Human beings poured from the vessel, leaping and diving and even being thrown, and for a few moments the water around the boat was alive with people. Anna Weber, like most of the women, could not swim but neither could she convince herself to jump. She somehow found a rope dangling over the side and lowered herself into the water, but since she could not swim, even as the boat kept burning and she felt the flames begin to scorch her hair again, she held fast. She watched as everyone struggled to stay afloat, children grabbing onto their mothers in terror, but with each passing second one head after another slipped beneath the surface. The few who could swim and somehow managed to stay afloat despite their heavy garments had to fight off the desperate grips of those who did not.

Anna was one of the few lucky ones. A man who could swim—she never learned who—grabbed her and convinced her to let go of the rope and somehow pulled her to shore. But hundreds drowned within only a few yards of the beach, some in water so shallow that had they only thought to stand, they would have survived. Yet these nonswimmers were in such fear of the water that as soon as they hit the surface they immediately panicked, breathed in water, and drowned.

Soon screams of panic turned first to soft moans and then to silence, replaced by the crackling roar of the huge vessel fully engulfed in flame. In only fifteen minutes the Slocum burned to the waterline and then bobbed on the surface, steam and smoke rising in the air.

The scene on the beach at North Brother Island was horrific. Each wave delivered more and more bodies to the beach, while hundreds of bodies bobbed face down in the water. Most survivors did not scream or wail or cry, not yet, but stood or sat on the beach in stunned silence, in shock. Anna found her husband on the beach, alive, but nearly naked, his clothes burned off. But their two children were gone, as was her sister, brother, sister-in-law, and, save for the youngest, an infant who miraculously survived, her children as well.

With the carcass of the boat sitting so close to shore, it did not seem possible that so many had died. Captain Van Schaik, who managed to make his way to shore after running the boat aground, was incredulous at the carnage. “I do not understand,” he said a short time later, “how so many were lost.” While approximately 300 passengers survived, a total of 1,021 victims were eventually recovered from both the boat itself, trapped under collapsing decks, and from the waters of the East River. Many of the drowned were found still clutching one another.

The disaster was the biggest single loss of life in the history of New York City at the time and remained so until the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Although the vast majority of those who died were residents of Kleindeutschland, all New York mourned. The newspaper descriptions of the panic on board the vessel and the photographs of the bodies of so many women and children laid out on the gravel beach at North Brother Island were almost unbearable.

Women, in particular, were affected, for in the body of each mother and each son or daughter they saw themselves and saw just how random and pointless and unnecessary each death had been. While the government quickly reacted to the tragedy and concluded that the dead were victims not only of the greed of the company that operated the vessel, Van Schaik’s poor decision, the cowardice of many crew members, and the corruption of Tammany Hall officials whose safety inspections of the vessel had taken place on paper only, the women of New York City and some other enlightened members of the public arrived at an even broader conclusion. While greed and corruption had certainly played a role in the tragedy, so too did an outdated and oppressive set of social mores that discouraged women from learning how to swim and take control of their own destiny. Most of those who had known how to swim—mostly male crew members and young men and boys—had survived. Those who did not know how to swim—mothers and young women and girls—had not.

It was murder, pure and simple—death by repression. They had been murdered as surely as if they had been tied to one another, ferried far offshore, weighed down with stones, and dropped into the depths. The broken hoses, tattered life jackets, and inaccessible lifeboats did not, in the end, matter as much as the oppressive moral climate that prevented women from learning one of the most basic skills of survival. They never had a chance.

That realization, like a pebble dropped in the water that sends out a single small ripple, would, over time, grow into a mighty wave that would lift all women, sending one, Trudy Ederle, across the English Channel.
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The Challenge

MARKED BY LAND’S END on the southwest coast of England and the Strait of Dover to the east, the English Channel stretches some 350 miles in length, an arm of the Atlantic Ocean that joins the Atlantic to the North Sea. Relatively shallow, with a depth that generally varies between 500 and 150 feet in mid-Channel, at its widest point the Channel is more than 150 miles across. Yet at its narrowest, the Strait of Dover between the English city of Dover and the French city of Calais, the Channel is only twenty-one miles wide. In good weather, one can stand on either shore and see across to the other side, making the crossing of the Channel a tantalizing prospect.

There are no witnesses to the first human crossing of the English Channel, no ancient account of daring celebrated in poetry or some other epic. Yet for as long as human beings have gazed across the English Channel toward the thin strip of land on the opposite horizon, they have dreamed of crossing it. Sometime after the last ice age ended nearly ten thousand years ago, the first boat crossing was made in a boat carved by means of stone tools from a great earthen log. This first trip was likely an accidental excursion that began in coastal marshes and pools in pursuit of game and fish before a rising tide and too-strong current pulled the boat and its occupants into the sea. After a number of hours or days adrift, they came to rest across the Channel on the opposite shore, where they were likely greeted with hostility by local residents, if not attacked and killed on the spot.

Over time, as boatbuilding and navigational skills increased, human beings learned to make this journey on purpose, and scholars agree that by 2000 B.C. cross-Channel human contact was a more or less regular occurrence. Yet even as these crossings became commonplace, they were never without danger.

If one of these intrepid early travelers were knocked or swept overboard, unless he or she was able to grasp onto something that floated and reboard the vessel, death in the cold Channel waters was only a few moments away. If the entire ship was swamped and sunk, unless the vessel was very close to shore, exposure to the water meant certain death. That is because in all likelihood these early travelers shared the same deficit as the passengers on the Slocum—they could not swim. That ability was as lost and unavailable to them as the ability to breathe underwater or fly through the air like a bird.

Unlike many of our relatives in the animal kingdom, human beings, like other primates, cannot swim by instinct. Although a human baby will instinctively hold its breath when submerged and move about as if still immersed in amniotic fluid, the infant will make no attempt to surface and breathe. By the time children are only a year or two old, most have lost the instinct to hold their breath, which is why there are labels on buckets and pails that warn parents against leaving young children alone in proximity to anything that can hold even a few inches of water. Even a few moments under water can be enough to cause drowning.

Nevertheless, in some other, mostly warmer parts of the globe, human beings have been swimming for thousands of years, a skill they probably learned while looking for food along the shore and in the shallows. The earliest visual depiction of swimmers dates from the Stone Age, and swimmers are depicted on clay seals and bas-reliefs that date back to the beginning of civilization itself, as the Egyptians, Minoans, Assyrians, Greeks, and many other ancient cultures were known to swim, some apparently even using a version of the now familiar overarm stroke known as the “crawl” or, more commonly today, the “freestyle” stroke. In ancient Greece, surrounded by the warm waters of the Mediterranean, the swimming tradition was such a central part of Greek lifestyle and culture that one could not hold public office unless one knew how to swim.

After the fall of Greece, swimming remained popular under Roman rule, and, as the Roman Empire spread to Europe, the knowledge of how to swim, like that of sailing, was one of many cultural improvements exported to the nether reaches of the empire. In fact, a Marseilles-based Greek named Pitheas made the first known voyage by sail into the English Channel, and for the next two thousand years the boat remained the only way possible to cross the Channel.

Yet even as the Romans conquered most of western Europe, they did not pass on their knowledge of how to swim to the local population, and after Rome fell in the fourth century and the empire fractured and split apart, the ability to swim became an ever more elusive skill known to only a select few. To most Europeans, particularly of the peasant class, large bodies of water came to be objects of fear, the domain of monsters and other beasts real and imagined. Even smaller bodies of water such as rivers, streams, and swamps were viewed warily, the domain of unhealthy vapors and the cause of mysterious fevers, illnesses, and unexplained disappearances.

The ability to swim became a rare skill that was practiced in secret, if at all, and so charged with mystical significance that most people began to connect it with the supernatural. Trial by water—indicium aquae—was believed to be an infallible test to ferret out witches and others suspected of practicing the black arts. Suspected witches and wizards were thrown into the water, often while bound. If the accused sank and drowned, he or she was presumed to be innocent, while those who fought against their fate and kicked until they floated—in effect, until they swam—were instantly judged guilty and often executed. First performed in the ninth century, the practice was used throughout most of western Europe. Although it ceased to be an official English law under Henry III in 1219, for the next six centuries the ritual, also known as “swimming a witch,” was still widely practiced in England and elsewhere.

Although swimming was a lost art among most Europeans, the skill did not entirely disappear—swimming was one of the seven skills required of knights. Yet most western Europeans were probably not even aware that human beings could swim without supernatural assistance.

By the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries swimming had, in fact, all but disappeared in the western world. In the wake of the Protestant reformation, increasingly conservative moral values combined with simple superstition to make the act of swimming a virtual sin. To swim, one had to remove most, if not all, clothing, which was thought to lead inevitably to impure thoughts in regard to sex. Nakedness was so discouraged by both the Catholic and Protestant churches that even simple bathing was taboo. At Cambridge University any student caught swimming risked a public flogging, a fine, and a day in the stocks. People didn’t learn to swim because there was no one to teach them.

It took the written word—and books—to begin to effect a change. The first book on swimming was published in 1538 by Nicolas Wynman, a German professor of languages, and entitled A Dialogue on the Art of Swimming. The volume provided rudimentary instruction in the breaststroke and presented swimming not as some mystery, but as a simple skill that could be acquired and learned. A second book, L’Art de Nager (The Art of Swimming) by the French author Melchisedech Thevenot, published in 1696, described the breaststroke in more detail, and after the book was translated into English it received wide distribution and became the standard swimming manual. In 1754 the physician Richard Russell further demystified swimming when he began prescribing seawater baths to patients and members of the nobility. Over the next hundred years or so swimming became more commonplace and more acceptable, although the practice of “swimming a witch” was still used by the ignorant in rural areas of England well into the nineteenth century.

In Europe, the breaststroke became, for all intents and purposes, swimming. Over time more and more people learned the stroke. Because one could swim the stroke while still clothed, and even then the bulk of the body remained underwater, hidden from view, with only the head above the surface, the breaststroke did not offend moral sensibilities. Although the stroke was easy to learn and required relatively little effort to stay afloat, it was not particularly efficient or fast, as one soon tired of keeping the head unnaturally raised above the water. Its use was almost exclusive to calmer waters—protected bays, sleepy rivers, ponds, and private baths.

No one purposely swam in the open ocean, far from shore where waves could make keeping the head out of water difficult and exhaustion caused by swimming while clothed was dangerous. That was considered madness. The notion that anyone might one day swim a distance as great as that of the English Channel seemed as likely as man one day reaching the moon.

For almost as long as men and women have gazed across the Channel they have also schemed and dreamed about various ways to cross it. For centuries dreamers had imagined one day digging a tunnel beneath the Channel, while others prophesied that humans would one day cross the Channel in the air, like the birds that flew over its waters so effortlessly. Yet despite these dreams, until the late eighteenth century, passage by boat remained the only possible way of crossing the Channel. Then, in 1782, two French brothers, Joseph and Jacques Montgolfier, heralded a new mode of travel.

The brothers, who operated a paper mill, noticed that not only did the smoke from their operation rise into the air, but when one brother filled a paper bag with smoke, it too rose in the sky. Inspired, the two brothers concluded that if they could build a bag large enough and fill it with heated air, it might be possible to lift a man into the sky.

After nearly a year of experimentation, on June 4, 1783, they succeeded in building an unmanned balloon that rose more than a mile into the air, and within a few months they succeeded in lifting a man off the ground.

The accomplishment spawned a period of something approaching balloon-mania among the public, and soon dozens of other Frenchmen were not only copying the brothers, but trying to improve upon their design. These early balloonists soon discovered that not only could they rise in the air, but once aloft the balloon could be driven by the winds and provide an utterly new way to travel. After a series of successful flights on land, for these early balloonists a trip across the English Channel became the obvious and undeniable goal.

Jean Pierre Francois Blanchard succeeded in doing just that. After building his own balloon and making a series of land-based flights, he traveled to England to make his attempt. On January 7, 1785, with another balloonist on the French side of the Channel waiting for favorable weather to launch his own balloon and make his own crossing, Blanchard and an American doctor, John Jeffries, who had served as a British Army surgeon during the Revolutionary War, took to the air at Dover Castle.

Catching the prevailing wind, the balloon floated eastward and success seemed certain. Then the balloon suddenly began losing air and plummeted toward the sea. For a time the two men feared that they would land in the Channel and drown, for neither could swim, and the cold Channel waters promised a quick death.

They saved themselves. The two had filled the passenger basket with ballast and all sorts of memorial cargo, including a packet of mail to be delivered from England to France. As the balloon dropped they started tossing items overboard as quickly as possible, including most of their own heavy clothing, which they had needed to stay warm on the long crossing. Not until the two men were stripped down to street clothes did the balloon stop dropping and begin a slow but steady rise into the air. Everything else, save the packet of mail, had been thrown overboard.

Two and a half hours after they first took to the air the balloon finally came back to earth in France, landing roughly in the Fellmores Forest. The Channel had not only been crossed, but crossing the Channel—by any means—now became the world standard of adventure, an accomplishment that all but guaranteed fame and fortune.

Balloonists on each side of the Channel scrambled first to match Blanchard’s achievement, then better it by building bigger balloons that could rise higher and drift both farther and more quickly, or carry more cargo and more and more passengers. In only a few decades crossing the Channel by balloon became nearly as safe and commonplace as crossing the waters by boat.

Adventurers on both coasts looked across the Channel and soon began to dream of yet another challenge.
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Highlands

TRUDY DID NOT like it, not one little bit.

Standing in the sand looking at her sisters, Helen and Meg, laugh and splash about and swim in the warm waters and gentle surf of the Shrewsbury River estuary in Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey, Trudy’s face was fixed in a deep pout, a frown upon her lips.

Just a few months before, her father, Heiner Ederle, a successful Manhattan butcher, had purchased a small summer cottage in Atlantic Highlands. The Highlands was virtually surrounded by water, hemmed in by the ocean on one side and the Navesink River and Shrewsbury River estuary on the other, with Sandy Hook, a barrier beach, protecting the Highlands from the turbid waters of the open ocean. From the front porch of the Ederles’ small cottage, which was only a few dozen yards from the water, one could not help but see the ocean, and the beach was only a few steps away.

Yet for Trudy Ederle, at age nine the youngest of Ederle’s three young daughters, the view was nothing but a tease. She could not swim, and because she could not swim she was not allowed to go alone with her two older sisters to the beach, to play and splash in the water with other children. While her sisters frolicked with other kids in water and let the waves toss them about, Trudy had to either stay home or wade in water below her knees. Margaret—Trudy always called her Meg—and Helen were allowed to go farther out where they could dive under the water and bob around like corks. During a recent visit to Germany, where each spent hours with their many cousins and other relatives at a familiar swimming hole, both Meg and Helen had learned to swim, mastering the dog paddle and the breaststroke. Trudy had gone to the swimming hole, too, but once, when she was playing in the water and everyone was turned around and looking the other direction, she had slipped in just over her head and had to be pulled out, sputtering, to shore. She hadn’t come close to drowning, not really, but it had given her father and mother a start, and now they were protective, maybe even overprotective, of their youngest daughter.

Trudy didn’t think it was fair that Meg and Helen could go to the beach and that she could not unless either her father or mother or one of her many aunts and uncles was with her. She particularly didn’t think it was fair that she couldn’t go with Meg. She worshipped her older sister, who had doted on her as she was growing up as if she were a special doll all her own, and now Trudy followed Meg everywhere and tried to do everything Meg did.

Now she sat roughly in the sand and began taking out her disappointment by digging into it with a stick—well, it just wasn’t fair. Why, she must have wondered, did they even bother coming to the Highlands instead of staying home in New York, when she wasn’t allowed to go to the beach and go swimming?

The fact that Heiner Ederle owned a summer home in the Highlands was a measure of just how successful he had become since immigrating to America more than two decades before. He had arrived in 1892 as a sixteen-year-old after a one-week journey on the steamship Havel of the North German Lloyd Line. One of twenty children, for twenty hard-earned dollars he had left his family behind and booked passage in steerage for the trip from Bremen to New York, spending most of the voyage crammed on a noisy lower deck with little sanitation, poor food, and no privacy. When the ship approached New York Harbor on the morning of May 25, 1892, Ederle’s first glimpse of America was likely the hills that gave Highlands its name, for the first sight most immigrants from Europe gained of the United States was not the Statue of Liberty or the skyline of Manhattan, but the dark silhouette of what geologists know as the Atlantic Highlands in New Jersey. The most prominent headland along the Atlantic coast south of the state of Maine, the Highlands rise more than two hundred feet above sea level, topped by the massive, brownstone lighthouse known as Twin Lights, then the brightest lighthouse in North America. Ocean travelers could detect Twin Lights’ glow while still seventy miles from shore. At twenty miles the lights themselves became visible, and soon after one could see land. If Heiner Ederle, who soon after arriving at Ellis Island would anglicize his name to Henry, was looking for a sign that his journey to America would prove to be both wise and profitable, the Highlands would be that sign. His first view of the United States would point him toward his family’s destiny.

When he arrived in New York, Ederle found a welcoming environment. There was already a large, vibrant, and supportive German-American community, and unlike among other immigrant groups, such as the Irish, most German immigrants were craftsmen or semiskilled workers. Although Henry Ederle listed his occupation as “laborer” on the manifest of the Havel, in Bissingen, Germany, he had worked on the Ederle family farm and inn, gaining both a wide variety of work experience and a strong work ethic.

Soon after he arrived in New York, Ederle, who had always helped butcher the family livestock, found work as a delivery boy and apprentice butcher in a small butcher shop at 110 Amsterdam Avenue, between Sixty-fifth and Sixty-sixth streets on the Upper West Side, near the piers that delivered livestock to Manhattan. Instead of living in a German enclave like Kleindeutschland, Henry Ederle took a room nearby. In only a few years he was able to buy out the proprietor and open the store under his own name. After he sent letters back home describing the opportunity that awaited those who immigrated to America, a number of cousins, siblings, and other relatives joined him in New York, many on prepaid tickets purchased either by Ederle or by the growing Ederle clan in America, and went to work for him at the butcher shop.

By the early 1900s Ederle was in business with his brother Johann, or John. Although the business began as a simple butcher shop, before long Ederle Brothers Meats was producing its own sausages and other specialty meats craved by new immigrants hungry for a taste of the old country.

In 1901 Henry Ederle married twenty-year-old German immigrant Gertrud Haverstroh, from Königsberg, East Prussia, which is now a part of Russia. A short time later their first child, Helen, was born. Another daughter, Margaret, soon followed, and on October 23, 1905, a third daughter, Gertrude Caroline, was born.

There was nothing remarkable about the young child, who almost everyone called Trudy, apart from the robust health that characterized most of the Ederles, many of whom traditionally lived into their eighties or nineties. But in 1910 when Trudy was only five years old, that all changed.

An outbreak of measles swept the city and, in a crowded urban environment like New York, nearly reached epidemic stage, a problem local health officials blamed, in all likelihood erroneously, on the constant influx of new immigrants. No vaccines yet existed to control such ailments, and the mechanisms of viral diseases such as polio and measles were poorly understood. Trudy Ederle was one of the thousands of New York youngsters to contract the disease.

At first, she didn’t feel bad at all, for the measles virus strikes with little warning. But over the course of only a few hours Trudy was seized by a high fever accompanied by congestion, watery eyes, and a rash that began on her cheeks and spread over her entire body, causing her mother to put her to bed and try to keep her other children from getting the disease.

Then, as now, once measles sets in there is little to be done. Trudy was feverish, and her mother placed cool towels on her forehead and wiped her arms and legs with cool water, praying for the fever to break. For most children afflicted with measles, the fever is by far the most hazardous symptom, as it can sometimes rise to dangerous levels. If a fever is not controlled, temperatures above 105 degrees for an extended period of time can cause irrevocable brain damage.

After her mother spent a few sleepless nights caring for her, Trudy’s fever broke and she appeared to recover, apparently none the worse. But over the next few weeks her family realized that Trudy had not emerged unscathed.

They began to notice subtle changes in the way she reacted and behaved. Street noise and the clatter of city life seemed to distract her. She sometimes misheard what was said and began to speak louder than she had before. When everyone was talking at once—a common occurrence at family get-togethers when German and heavily accented English flew back and forth across the dinner table in overlapping conversations, Trudy seemed confused. It soon became apparent that she simply didn’t hear very well anymore.

As soon as her parents realized what was happening, they rushed their daughter to a doctor. She had an ear infection and hearing loss caused by her bout with measles. Although doctors at the time knew there was some connection between the two events, they didn’t really understand how the illness affects hearing. The disease had caused a blockage in her Eustachian tubes, which allow fluid and mucous to drain, and regulate pressure between the middle ear and the outside atmosphere. When Trudy’s tubes became blocked, bacteria became trapped in the middle ear, causing an infection, known as otitis media, leading to a buildup of fluid that dampens the efficient transfer of sound energy, first resulting in a temporary hearing loss. While such infections are common in children, today they can usually be successfully treated with antibiotics. When that fails, minor surgery to provide ventilation to the middle ear usually solves the problem, and when the infection clears, hearing returns to its prior state.

Unfortunately, none of these options were yet available to Trudy Ederle. Her ear infection lingered, turning a small problem into a much more serious and permanent condition. The infection spread to surround the three bones of the inner ear and further suppressed her ability to hear. Within only a few weeks the chronic infection caused permanent damage to her eardrum, the bones of the ear, and even the nerves, resulting in a significant and permanent loss of hearing.

Although Trudy’s doctors were able to diagnose the condition, they were powerless to reverse the damage. Her hearing loss was significant and more profound in her right ear, but she was fortunate that she could already speak and she retained enough hearing that she was not yet significantly disabled. She was still able to live a fulfilling life.

Trudy resumed her usual activities, but now she and Meg grew even closer. Meg understood that Trudy sometimes had difficulty hearing, and she became adept at helping her sister without making it obvious, for example, by repeating others’ statements back to Trudy and asking if she agreed or not, rather than simply repeating the statements and drawing attention to her sister’s malady.

Meanwhile, Ederle Brothers Meats was a resounding success. By 1910 the family could employ a young woman to help with chores and look after the children, which after the birth of a son, George, in 1911, and another daughter, Emma, two years later, now numbered five and would eventually grow to include seven. Gertrud, who had helped out behind the counter in the butcher shop, was able to give up that task and become a full-time homemaker. Although the butcher shop maintained a retail storefront, Ederle Brothers Meats was also supplying sausages and other items to other retailers, something that was becoming an ever more important part of the business.

Henry Ederle had built the kind of life that made America so attractive to immigrants in the first place. Not yet forty years old, by 1914 Henry was in virtual semiretirement. Surrounded by his loving family, Ederle was well respected in his community and financially secure enough to dabble in other businesses and invest his extra cash in real estate. That year he took the entire family on an extended trip back to Bissingen, Germany, to visit his mother and other family members, leaving the business in the custody of relatives. Upon his return, he began looking for a place outside the city to spend the summer, and, perhaps remembering that the Highlands had been his first glimpse of his new country, he finally decided on a cozy, two-room red wood bungalow fronted by a picket fence only a short walk from the water.

Early in the summer of 1915, only a short time after buying the cottage, Henry Ederle roused his three young daughters from sleep, and after a hearty breakfast, he led them out the door toward the beach. Trudy was ecstatic. Since her father was coming along this time, she’d get to go in the water.

The brief walk to the beach was a joy to the young family. Although the Highlands had once been a simple, sleepy fishing village, home to lobster fishermen and clammers who worked the flats at Sandy Hook, after the railroad came to Highlands in 1892 the nature of the community began to change. It was suddenly within reach of New York, and soon New Yorkers eager to escape the heat of the city for Highlands’ cool offshore breezes and relaxed pace began making regular visits, turning the town into a popular summer resort. Steamships began to make regular stops at the Highlands, enabling people like George McClellan Jr., the son of the Civil War general and mayor of New York at the time of the General Slocum disaster, to spend the summer in the Highlands and commute to New York. By 1910, each summer the population swelled to three or four times its year-round total of around a thousand people. Many of these summer residents were German, Swedish, and Norwegian, for the Highlands were easily reached from ethnic neighborhoods in lower Manhattan and Brooklyn.

As Henry Ederle walked with his daughters down to the beach that morning, the scene was still sleepy, yet by the afternoon the atmosphere near the water would begin to resemble a small-town carnival. Although Bay Avenue, the main thoroughfare, was still unpaved, it was lined with tourist hotels surrounded by large covered porches, like the Johnson, the Twilight, the Highlander, and the Overlook. With the hotels and other businesses connected to each other by wood plank sidewalks, Highlands reminded many first visitors of a frontier town. All day long small restaurants, luncheonettes, candy shops, soda fountains, clam shacks, and pool parlors bustled with activity as passengers disembarked from either the railroad station or the Patten Line Pier. Visitors strolled Bay Avenue in droves, filling the sidewalks, and young men in straw hats and women carrying parasols flirted as they strolled along.

On hot afternoons when the sun burned through the morning fog and haze, the beaches filled rapidly. Since the time of the Slocum disaster, swimming, or at least wading in the shallows, was becoming more and more acceptable, particularly for children and younger people. As a print advertisement for a popular cereal stated, “Grandmother went bathing—girls like Molly go in for a swim.” Although Victorian standards of dress and behavior were still in place, that was beginning to change. For the young the pursuit of fun was a goal in and of itself. At night the dance halls opened, and jazz and other music filled the air. Some halls and hotels sponsored special nights featuring German or Swedish music, attracting the new immigrants. Near the waterfront were arcades, carousels, and various games of chance. Visitors who could not afford a room at a hotel often pitched tents on the beach and made small fires from driftwood. Lights twinkled from boats offshore, and to the north the glow from the lights of Manhattan lit the sky.

The Ederle children—except for Trudy—had loved the Highlands instantly. There were other children everywhere, and there were always places to explore. A drawbridge crossing the estuary was an ongoing attraction, as neighborhood children goaded and dared one another into catching a ride on the structure. At the foot of nearly every street was a pier and a small beach, and there were larger beaches on Sandy Hook.

That was, however, the cause of some concern in regard to Trudy. Even though the surf was usually relatively gentle in Highlands proper, Sandy Hook was completely exposed, and in the estuary the tides ran strong. It was easy for nonswimmers to lose their footing and slip beneath the waters, and summers were often marred by accidental drownings.

There was, of course, no formal swimming program for children in Highlands, because there were virtually no formal swimming programs for children anywhere. Most youngsters learned to swim from one another, in secret, and often at risk, or by the tried, true, and incredibly dangerous “sink or swim” method, in which every success was counterbalanced by a terrifying failure that often left the child sputtering and in dread fear of the water for the rest of their life.

That is why, hand in hand, Henry was leading Trudy and his two older daughters to the Patten Line Pier at the base of Bay Avenue. There would be no relaxing in the summer cottage until the Ederles knew all their children could be trusted in the water, and now it was time for Trudy to learn how to swim. When they arrived they found a gaggle of children playing on the beach, picking through the seaweed washed up onshore by the gentle surf, throwing clamshells into the water, and splashing one another in the shallows. Farther out, older boys and young men thrashed through the water, trying to impress one another with their fancy overarm strokes. On the pier itself a few tourists simply gazed out over the water, taking in the view and the salt air of the fine summer morning, and a few fishermen sat on buckets leisurely casting their lines into the water.

Henry Ederle, too, carried a line to the pier, but not the fine filament used for fishing. Instead he held a twisted skein of clothesline. At the water’s edge he stood his youngest daughter before him and, as her sisters looked on, he trussed the length of clothesline around his daughter’s waist and torso with the practiced hand of a butcher who had spent years behind the counter wrapping meat, tying her securely, but not too tightly. Leaving her older sisters at Trudy’s side, he then walked back up the beach and then out upon the pier, uncoiling and playing out the line with each step, until he stood above his daughter and could look down on her from atop the pier.

He called down and encouraged Trudy to slowly walk into the water. She needed little prodding. Accompanied by Helen and Margaret, Trudy waded confidently into the waters as Henry Ederle walked a parallel path on the pier itself, taking in slack on the line as if his daughter were a fish he had hooked but was not quite ready to reel in.

Holding the rope securely in his hands, he urged his daughter into deeper water, all the while keeping a tight grip on the line. As she waded more cautiously out into the sound, the water rose up her body, first covering her knees, then her waist, then reaching up to her neck. With her sisters and her father offering words of encouragement, Trudy then took another few short steps, bouncing on her tiptoes on the bottom until, suddenly, her feet no longer touched.

She was floating, a strange sensation that was at once utterly new yet strangely familiar, a sensation that caused her first to gasp and then squeal, delighted to be suspended in the water, her arms and legs free to move about. Then, as she breathed out and lost buoyancy, she started to slip beneath the water and looked to her father with panic-stricken eyes, thrashing her arms and sputtering. He deftly pulled the rope taut and pulled his daughter to the surface, bobbing alongside the pier, where she grasped at a piling as she caught her breath and calmed down. Then, with Helen and Margaret often paddling along nearby, and giving their younger sister advice and encouragement, she slipped away from the piling and into the deeper water, paddling with her hands like they did, lifting her head up and kicking madly with her feet, trying to stay afloat.

With each breath more of her fear and anxiety gave way and in their place came peace and joy. Helen and Meg gently teased their younger sister farther out, periodically allowing her to reach out and hang on and catch her breath, wrapping their arms around her, laughing and smiling as she beamed back at them. Trudy was equal now, just like them, exactly the same, able to do what they did.

In a few short minutes Trudy completely forgot about the line tied around her waist, which her father now allowed to go slack. Then, as her sisters let go and dove beneath the water to pop up again and surprise her, for a moment she forgot everything and simply floated in the water, feeling the buoyancy of her own body and the gentle ocean swells that lifted her up and down but always held her, embracing her on all sides.

She could swim. And then her sisters popped back out of the water and reached out for her again, and she followed them into the waves, grinning and giggling as the three girls all floated together.

Trudy loved this feeling—nothing would ever be the same—and the ocean, which had always been a barrier before, now opened to her like another world, a place where there was nothing to block her view or stop her but herself.
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The Painter

TRUDY WAS NOT the first person to fall in love with the embrace of the sea and swimming.

In the spring of 1832, George Catlin, a slightly built, thirty-seven-year-old former attorney, paddled up the Missouri River from St. Louis in search of subjects for painting. He stopped some eighteen hundred miles later, just north of what is now Bismarck, North Dakota, where the Knife River, after winding several hundred miles through the lush grassland prairies, intersects with the Missouri. There Catlin made contact with two little-known bands of Native Americans, the two-thousand-member Mandan tribe, who lived in two adjacent villages at the confluence of the rivers, and their allies, the Hidatsa, a smaller band of about five hundred whose village bordered those of the Mandan.

They were not entirely unknown, having first been “discovered” by white explorers in 1738, and in 1804 Lewis and Clark spent time with the tribes. But where others had simply met them, traded for or simply taken what they needed, and moved on, in 1832 Catlin stayed and studied them, making sketches that he later planned on turning into paintings and taking detailed, written notes on all aspects of their culture.

Catlin felt far more comfortable among the Mandan and Hidatsa than he had been in either the courtroom or the drawing room where he had sketched many of the subjects of his portraits. They had looked down on him as if he were some kind of craftsman, like a boot maker, uninterested in the process of his art
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