I joined the Okanagan Masters Club in July of2009 and immediately made my presence known … as possibly one of the worst swimmers ever to progress past the first session. I just couldn’t grasp freestyle breathing, and became a familiar sight sitting on the edge of the pool after every two lengths desperately gasping for air.
I had let it be known that I was going to take part in the 2010 ATLS, but as weeks and then months went by, freestyle breathing just wasn’t happening for me. To make matters worse, I had predicted to Coach Sue that I would swim 70 lengths on April 5th to celebrate my 70th birthday.
By January 15th the most freestyle I could muster was four lengths. After that, a buildup of water in my throat would cause me to come to a grinding halt. By the end of January, I had eked out 10 lengths…… and there I stayed.
Fortunately at the beginning of April, somehow I broke through my self-imposed barrier, and on my birthday, Easter Monday with Sue keeping count, I struggled through 70 lengths. It was pretty ugly, but it was a huge breakthrough nevertheless.

With only three months till race day, I spent lots of time at the pool, but with the lake temperature still cool due to a heavier than normal runoff, I was unable to familiarize myself with open water swimming. By early July when the water had warmed somewhat, I squeezed into my new 2XU wetsuit and waded into the lake at Gyro Beach.  
There I found more reasons to be concerned than confident. I planned to sight on my friend Gary Mellor’s kayak, but was puzzled as to why he was constantly heading off course … or so I thought. I quickly discovered that without lines on the bottom of the lake, I was badly disoriented and I had to learn to ignore my instincts and trust Gary.
My brief experience with open-water swimming was so unsuccessful I gave up on it in favor of the pool, convinced that when it mattered, I would make it across the lake somehow.

So there I was on July 17th, waiting with 449 other swimmers at the Old Ferry Docks having amassed a meager total of about 400 meters of open-water experience.
To my relief, I settled into a reasonable rhythm and kept abreast of Gary quite nicely. Being unfamiliar with the course, I was puzzled as to why we were still parallel to the beach for so long, and was dismayed when I caught sight of “The Bluffs” sign when I felt I must surely be well into the swim.
Gary told me later that he had never seen me swim so well, but it all unraveled when I paused briefly and immediately had the calf muscles in both legs go into spasms. That was the end of my day.
I appear in the results page as DNF. At times like this I wish my last name wasn’t so easily recognised.
After arriving on shore by boat, it was really tough being at Hot Sands Beach among so many excited swimmers and their supporters, all celebrating their success. I made my way out of the area swallowing my bitter pill, with my wife by my side, quietly trying to raise my spirits.
Linda, a friend who had to withdraw from the Across the Lake Swim due to illness, came up with a suggestion that she and I get more open water experience and do our own two-person ATLS in September. With this in mind we met at the lake before 6am three times a week, rain or shine, and over a seven week period accumulated a total of 30 kilometers at Gyro Loop, The Manteo Mile and Cedar Creek Beach. 
I must admit though that I rarely swam farther than 500 consecutive meters before putting my feet down briefly. Hardly good preparation for what I’d have to do on “the day”.
September 11th arrived as we knew it would, and with our support team we crossed to the Old Ferry Docks on the Westside at 8 am in conditions that were far from ideal. Brent was swimming with us, and advised us on the best course to swim to keep out of rough water as long as possible … and then we were off.

My first 1,000 metres were perhaps the best I had ever swum in open water and Gary in his kayak made my job easier by quietly leaving me to my thoughts. His silence allowed me to get into a groove.
When I saw “The Bluffs” sign on the hill, this time I knew we were well into the swim and I felt strong as we headed out across the lake. At that point my spirits were high, but as time and distance progressed, I began to feel my physical and mental strength slowly ebb.

Video of me during the last several hundred meters shows me dropping my arms wearily on top of the water in a disintegration of technique. I even swam for a short time without making any forward progress, and Gary said the current at that point had a surprisingly strong effect on his kayak too.
As I reached the beach and stopped swimming, I rose to my knees, and I recall hoping that I could stand up. When I was out of the water, I could tell that everyone was waiting for some kind of positive reaction, but all I could do was stand with a weary look on my face musing on what I had just gone through. I never did find the high that normally comes with reaching a goal. 

My swim wasn’t pretty, and it wasn’t done in the style I had hoped, but when all the dust settles, I can think back to July last year when I sat exhausted on the edge of the pool. I can look at my notes and see that I could barely manage 100 meters freestyle in January, and I can now compare that to a non-stop open water swim of 2.4 kilometers.………… Who said you can’t teach an old dog new tricks? 

