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&> African American Swimming History
3000 B.C.-1440 A.D. Swimming: F:urope:
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The Ancient Assyrians,
Greeks and Romans stigma-
tized the wuncducated and
ill-bred as being umnable to
neither “read nor swim.”
Swimming was an art re-
quired of all Roman Legion-
nzires and no Roman town
or city was without a public
pool. The Roman pools were
nnlike our modern pools. In
addition to swimming pools
the buildings houscd lecture

halls, libraries, gymnasinms,
stcam rooms and these were
the epicenter of Roman social
life. By the 2nd Centory
AD. there were over 900
Public Baths in the City of
Rome alone and these estab-
Lishments were the crowning
achicvements of Roman archi-
tecture and enginecring.

As the Romans bathed and
swam in the nude, the carly
baths were segregated by
gender, with women swim-
ming in the morning and the
in the afternoon.
However, as Roman civiliza-
tion advanced, its morals
declined. By the end of the
Znd Century, and
women swam together and
every cxample of a morally
bankrupt and depenerate
society was on display at the
Public Baths.

Early Christians deplored
the behavior of the Roman

elite at the Baths, which led
to their closure in the Sth
Century and condemnation
of nudity, bathing and swim-
ming as sins. Thus, the art
of swimming was lost to the

western world for pearly
1,000 years.
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1441-1699 Swimmin%:
the World? are African

“The Best Swimmers in

thy

Among the aguatic hunting techniques Enropeans learned from African
watermen was the harpooning of whales.

When the first European
explorers reached present day
Mauritania, on Africa’s west
coast, they were met by cur-
ious Black skinned Africans
who paddled out to greet the
strange ships in their canoes.
The first instinct of the Euro-
peans was lower their long
boats to capture human speci-
mens to take back to Portugal.
But it was not all easy for
the Portuguese kidnappers,
for the Africans were expert
watermen who “swam and
dove like cormorants™ so that
they [the Portugese| could not
get hold of them until resorting
to the use of boat hooks. Later,
Europeans would attribute

the extraordinary swimming
skills of the Africans to con-
stant exercise and “from being
brought up, both men and
women from infancy, to swim
like fishes.”

In 1455, a Venetian adven-
turer, Ca’da Mosto landed to
the south of the Senegal River,
and began trading with the
King of Budomel. During his
stay, the weather turned and
the King insisted he travel by
land to his capital many miles
to the north. Before leaving,
Ca’da Mosto wanted to trans-
mit instructions to his ship to
meet him at the mouth of the
Senegal. In his journal, Ca’da
Mosto wrote that his vessel

was three miles out at sea, and
it was impossible to get a boat
through the surf on account of
a great storm and the violence
of the waves breaking on the
sand-banks. In spite of this the
Africans were eager in offer-
ing their services to carry his
letter on board. He asked two
of them what he should give
them for the enterprise, and
they only asked two mavulgies
of tin apiece, the mavulgi being
worth something less than a
penny. “I cannot describe,”
wrote Ca’da Mosto, “the diffi-
culty they had to pass the
sand-banks in so furious a sea.

Sometimes I lost sight of them,
and thought they were swal-
lowed up by the waves. At last
one of the two could no longer
resist the force of the water,
turned his back on the danger,
and returned to the shore. The
other, more vigorous, after
battling for more than an hour
with the wind and the waves,
passed the bank, carried my
letter to the ship, and brought
me the answer. I dared hardly
touch it, looking upon it as
such a wonderful and sacred
thing. And thus I learned that
the people of Budomel are the
best swimmers in the world.”

Ca'a Moste recefving the message from the best swimmer in the world,



14411699 Swimming:
“The Be:st Swimmers in tl'lﬁ‘. World? are African

Historic records show that
Africans were taken to Europe
to serve as swim instructors
either as slaves or free men.

In 1498, on his third voyage
to the New World, Columbus
noticed an Indian woman
wearing a pearl necklace. In
Europe, pearls were many
times more valuable than gold
and Indians were enslaved to
harvest the pearl beds off
the Venezuelan coast. When
disease decimated the Indian
population, enslaved Africans
were imported to harvest the
pearl beds and later their skills
as watermen proved essential
for the survival the coastal
colonies.

In the introduction to the
first popular “How to Swim”
book, published in 1699,
Melchisedec Thevenot ex-
plained that “Swimming was
held in great esteem among the
Ancients. But to come to our
times, it is most certain that
the Indians and the Africans
excel all others in the Arts of
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Swimming and Diving. Itis to
them the Ladies are obliged
for their Ornaments of Pearl;
they are the Divers who fish
for them; they are also very
useful for recovering Anchors
and Merchandises that have
been cast away.”

Ensf.:mmwfnm Feur.f divers ﬂﬁ' the coast of
Veneznela, ca 1520, Artist wnknown.

Enstaved African Pearl divers faced the terrar
of being attacked by Sharks and Manta Rays
From the Drake Manuscript, ca 1560,



1700-1865 Swimming: An A{:rlcan--Arnertcan Tradition

At a time when most Whites did not
know how to swim, many slaves, even those
born on plantations, learned to swim young.
Most plantations were located near water-
ways to facilitate the transportation of
slave-produced goods to market. Thus,
slaves had ready access to swim and it was
one of their favorite pastimes. Professor
Kevin Dawson, of the University of Nevada-

Fredevick Dougle

York, the slave of William Clark, was
the only African American to serve on the
“Corps of Discovery.” According to the
“journals,” he was also the expedition’s best
swimmer.

Whether organized by slaves themselves
or by slaveholders, slaves of both sexes
competed in swimming contests. Some
York slaves fused swimming to blood sports when

Las Vegas, estimates that in the 18th Century, as many as 80%
of Blacks knew how to swim while only 20% of Whites could.

they fought sharks, alligators and manta
rays to amuse themselves or their owners, and to demonstrate

Frederick Douglass recalled that
near where he lived in Maryland in
the 1820°s, when he was seven or
eight, “there was a creek to swim in...
a very beautiful playground for
children.”

Mamout Yarrow, a freed slave
and practicing Muslim, was report-
edly over 100 years old at the time
of this painting by Charles Wilson
Peale in 1819. During his lifetime
he was regarded as “the best
swimmer to ever have swum in the
Potomac River.”

Paul Cuffee, son of an African
born slave who earned his freedom
in Massachusetts, joined the whaling
fleets at 16, rose to the rank of
captain and became, perhaps,
America’s first Black millionaire.

their skill and strength - and perhaps their manhood.

However, as it became known that the ability to swim could
be used to escape from slavery, many slave owners prevented
slaves from swimming.

Escaped slaves and free Blacks able to swim, found economic
opportunities in the merchant and whaling fleets of the
northern states. In 1863, African Americans made up nearly 1/3
of New England’s merchant seamen and 1/4 of the Union Navy.

The Underground Railroad

In 1831, Tice Davids, a runaway slave from Kentucky, dove
into the Ohio River with his owner and posse in hot pursuit.
Davids swam for his life across the great river while the other
men chased him in a boat. When Davids disappeared from
view his owner presumed him drowned, and told the others
that the slave must have got to where he was going on “an
underground railroad.” Davids, however, made it to Rlpley,
Ohio and freedom. Although gener-
ally associated with Harriet
Tubman, it was a swimming feat
that gave birth to the term “Under-
eround Railroad.”




After the civil war, Whites BEACE
began to take an interest in i
swimming as a public safety
issue to reduce the high rates
of drowning and Whites
exclude Blacks from the best
pools and safest beaches. The
pools of this era were
enormous  aquatic  play-
grounds that were the epicen-
ter of social life for White
society in nearly every city and small town in America. National
Learn-to-Swim campaigns offering free swimming lessons were
immensely popular. African Americans were generally rel-
egated to small pools at “Colored YMCAs” or dangerous
swimming holes. As a result, during this era, the rich tradition
of swimming was excised from African American culture. At
the start of WWII, a study showed that 85% of Black sailors
were unable to swim, compared to only 10% of Whites — almost
a complete reversal of statistics in one hundred years.

I the 1870% Whites discovered the beach, the
health benefits of learning to swim, and drowin-
ing was recognized as a public healtl issne.
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Steeplechase Parl's switiming pool was the most popufar aitraction ar Coney Isfand, N.X. It was
one af hundreds of giant aguatic playgrounds that aftracted White peaple to swintming across
America, in the first half of the 2000 Cenrury.

1866-1945 Swimming: For Whites O

Swinnming is i glamorous pastime
with special emphasis on White women
and Children learning to swim for
leafth and water safery.
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Abgve: “Colored" pools
were not “separate bat
equal.” Where commni-
ties did provide swimming
Sfacilities for Blacks, they
were tipically liitle more
than shaffow wading
pools, without the ameni-
ties and attractions found
at White pools.

Righe: WWIT hero
Charles Jackson Frencl
is @ curious footnote
jrom ihe era of Jim Crow
segregation.
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According to Professor Marvin Dunn, of Florida Interna-
tional University, the start of the modern civil rights movement
can be traced to the demand by Black veterans for equal
access to beaches and other swimming facilities after WWIL
With the possible exception of Miami, and the establishment of
the Virginia Key “Colored Beach,” virtually every attempt to
integrate swimming
pools and beaches O P S e M
resulted in violence,  ¥EERIRUS st LR e e
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Opening Pools to Negroes Starts St. Louis Race Riots
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1946-1964 Swimming: Civil Rights

In Monroe, North Caroling in 1956, a proup of Blacks,

I i o - outraged af the drovwaing of several biack children af the
0 ."1 i j focal “colored swimming hole,” dewand access to the towi’s
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As congress was debating the passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, a group of infegrationisis staged a
“Swim fn" at the Monson Motel in St. Augusting,
Florida. This plrotograph of the motel's manager
porring mariatic acid an the demonstrators made
Sfront _p?f rews across the cointry and is widely
credited with influencing the passage af the Aet.

INTEGRATING SUNLITE POOL
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municipal pool that was for “Whites Only." Threatened by
an angry mob of 3,000 Whites, Robert Williams threatens the
wihiites with his gun and the sitvation is diffused, His actions
in self-defense and subsequent book, “Negroes With Guns"”
is eredited with the start of the “Black Power” movement,
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1965-Present Swimming;

With integration
and its accompany-
ing racial tensions,
the idyllic “Golden
Age of Swimming”
ends for whites. In
New Orleans, city
officials closed the
Audubon Park Pool
rather than comply
with legal mandates
that required Black
and White children
to swim together
The pool reopened in
1971 as the Whitney
Young Pool, named
after the Civil Rights
leader who drowned
during a trip to
Africa, but it was
never again popular.
As was the case with
public pools across America,
Whites abandoned them for
the safer havens of private
clubs and newly affordable
backyard pools. With few
people patronizing the public
pools, they lost money and
closed for “financial reasons.”

Swimming facilities built
after 1960, like the Interna-
tional Swimming Hall of Fame,

Intermetionnd Sreramang Hall ol Fafe

catered primarily to competi-
tive swimming enthusiasts and
offered few of the induce-
ments and amusements that
attracted non-swimmers to
pools in the first half of the
20th Century. Not surpris-
ingly, most swimming pools
today are as segregated as they
were before 1964.

Sa{:ctg, Health and Golcl Mec:lals

One tragic conmsequence of the
African-American swimming experi-
ence, once one of the most important
African Traditions — is that today,
African Americans drown in signifi-
cantly disproportionate numbers when [ ¢ ume ens
compared to Whites. Another, is that
many African Americans will never
experience the pleasures and health
benefits of recreational pastimes made
possible by the acquisition of swim-
ming skills. : |
Today, modern aquatic facilities W * = & == [
welcome everyone and descendants of
the African Diaspora have overcome false genetic stereotypes by
excelling at the highest levels of competitive swimming. The
only obstacle preventing all individuals from learning to swim
and enjoying all the health, recreational and safety benefits of
swimming is the desire to get in and swim.
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Black Pioneers in Swimming

1. Enith Brigita, 15t to Medal in the Olympics, 1976.
2. Chris Silva, 1st on a USA National Swim Team, 1983, oy

3. Anthony Nesty, 1988 Olympic Champion. f’

4. Sabir Muhammad, 10 Time NCAA Champion e

& American Record Holder.

5. Anthony Ervin, 2000 Olympic Champion.

6. Maritza Correia, 2004 Olympic Silver medalist.
7. Cullen Jones, 2008 Olympic Champion.

i 2011 International Swimming Hall of Fame -.,:@k_r



