
LEARNING TO SWIM
	 The year I arrived at the University of Toronto, physical education 

had ceased to be mandatory. The extensive physical education program 

was still in place but participation dropped dramatically. Fortunately for 

me, the class on basic swimming strokes had only four students for two 

instructors. I had to go to Canada before I finally learned to swim.


	 Long before that, my father had given up on teaching me. Dad was a 

good swimmer as were both my two older brothers and two younger 

sisters. He started teaching me in Sheraden pool when I was tall enough 

to stand in the three foot deep shallow end. Sticking my head in the water 

was not a problem and I even enjoyed moving underwater for as long as 

my lungs would allow. The problem was catching a breath as my arms 

thrashed the surface. Rarely did I catch one, thus limiting the distance I 

could move with my head out of the water.


	 Swimming classes did not help. They started with a jelly fish float - 

wrapping arms around legs with head in the water. I did that with the best 

of them, thanks to Dad's earlier instructions. Unrolling arms and legs and 

stretching out in the water was no more difficult. Gasping for breath when I 

tried to move the arms and legs was another matter. 




	 Struggling in the pool ceased to be fun, so I avoided going there, 

close as it was to our house. The friends I played with also avoided the 

pool, eliminating any peer pressure to be a better swimmer. 


	 That pressure surfaced, however, on infrequent visits to Conneaut 

Lake, a two hour drive north of Pittsburgh. My cousins, the Pattons, 

owned a cottage on Shady Avenue which dead ended at the lake. My 

favorite playmates, Alice Louise and Chrissy, spent their summers at the 

lake, playing in the water and developing deep tans. My freckled skin 

never tanned and my limited swimming skills limited my ability to play with 

them in the water. No matter how much I wanted to swim, the water was 

not my friend.


	 That changed when I came home from college. Learning the 

deadman float allowed me to relax in the water; with a simple scissor kick 

my head broke the water's surface for a deep breath. No matter how out 

of breath I felt, that simple technique would restore it. After that, I enjoyed 

plunging into the water and letting it surround me for long seconds before 

an easy stroke brought me to the surface. At the surface, well trained 

strokes raised my head long enough to get good breaths and expel any 

water that came unwanted into my nose or throat. The water became my 

friend and swimming soon became my favorite exercise - all thanks to the 

University of Toronto's decision to make physical education voluntary.
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