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“I feel perfectly at home underwater.” 

Anne Carson 

 

“For many swimmers, the act of swimming is a tonic, in that old-fashioned sense of the word: it 

is a restorative, a stimulant, undertaken for a feeling of vigor and well-being. The word tonic 

comes from the Greek tonikos, ‘of or for stretching.’” 

Bonnie Tsui, author, Why We Swim 

 

“Because I’d always kind of felt different around my gender, water was kind of a refuge for me. 

When I’m in water I feel incredibly graceful, weightless. I feel competent in my body. It’s not 

even a feeling of competence, it’s a feeling of being.” 

Tavi Clark, Why We Swim podcast 

 

Due to pandemic restrictions, swimming pools across Turtle Island have been closed for 

nearly two years, or are currently operating at a reduced capacity. Swimmers have to book a 

swim time in advance, and often are limited to an hour or less. While the ability to access indoor 

pools has varied across provincial borders, many swimmers have been forced to find alternative 

swimming holes. With the rise in popularity of cold-water dipping, hydrotherapy, and wild 

swimming (in a natural body of water like a river, lake, pond, or ocean), some swimmers have 

adapted, but many haven’t been able to swim at all. 

Swimming has always been political, as Brit Bennett writes in “Who Gets to Go to the 

Pool,” her New York Times Op-Ed: “Water has long been a site of racial anxiety.” The histories 

of swimming and civil rights are complex, racialized, and problematic. In fact, the plans and 

architecture of a pool are structured by the colonization of water. While the popularity of 

swimming pools began during the economic boom of the 1920s, pools were originally created 

for hygienic purposes. Men and women were segregated, and allowed access on opposite days. 

Swimming pools and public baths were created to promote cleanliness, to rid people of 

tuberculosis, and inhibit swimming in urban bodies of waters, which were often used for human 

waste and raw sewage. Jeff Wiltse, author of Contested Waters: A Social History of Swimming 

Pools in America (2007), writes about the history of swimming pools: “Swimming quickly 

developed from hygiene-centered into a sporting and leisure activity in the early twentieth 

century, it quickly became one of the most White-dominated activities.” 

In post–First World War America, swimming pools were a site of segregation, and 

remained that way for several decades. For example, in Pittsburg in the 1930s, Black swimmers 

were pulled from the water, and commanded to produce a health certificate to prove they were 



free of diseases. White swimmers were not subjected to this. The segregation of water is similar 

to the “Whites only” restaurants and schools; many public swimming pools only allotted one day 

per week for Black swimmers to use the pool (and afterward the pools were drained and refilled).  

According to research by Ornella Nzindukiyimana and Eileen O’Connor, Canada also has 

a long history of excluding BIPOC swimmers from pools, which was part of the analysis of the 

Black Canadian social history of swimming between 1900 and 1960’s published in the Journal 

Society and Leisure. For instance, Edmonton city council passed a law in 1923 to ban Black 

people from swimming. In 1948, a Black girl was refused entry into the pool in Edmonton by the 

manager due to the colour of her skin. In Vancouver, Chinese children and their parents were 

banned six days a week from the swimming pool between the years of 1928 to 1945. It wasn’t 

until the 1977 Canadian Human Rights Act when practices like segregation began to change; the 

last segregated school closed outside of Halifax in Lincolnville in 1983. Swimming transitioned 

from health practice to sport and leisure activity in the twentieth century—and became a White-

dominated activity—and racist attitudes and socioeconomic barriers continue to prevent BIPOC 

people from accessing the swimming pool. 

As a White-passing Mi’kmaq avid swimmer, I haven’t experienced these horrifying racist 

realities at the pool. However, as a plus-sized queer femme body I have been fat-shamed and 

sexualized on countless occasions at public swimming pools and while wild swimming. I have 

been catcalled, criticized and mocked for my body shape and size, and sexually harassed while 

swimming. 

In 2017 to 2019, I kept a swim journal in order to document my own personal journey of 

healing by water. I recorded the date, the time I swam, the body of water or pool I swam in, and 

cited the specific Indigenous territory. I would keep a note of who I swam with, solo or alone, if I 

had snuck into a hotel pool, or if it was an outdoor swim in a lake, river, or ocean. Over the 

duration of this record-keeping, I documented specific details: the soundtrack playing at the pool 

(e.g., Arcade Fire streaming through the speakers at the Centre du Plateau), my mood, any 

conversations I had with fellow swimmers, and whatever may be going on—a break up, a 

breakdown, coping with my late mother’s cancer diagnosis—while I was swimming. The water 

soothed my anxiety, lowered my blood pressure, and often offered a reprieve from emotional 

pain and helped me cope with trauma. 

As part of my research in writing this essay, I have submerged my body in water—

swimming in a saltwater pool, cold plunging in an ice pool, and visited a new local hydrotherapy 

spot for the first time. The history of the word submerge comes from the verb submerge, which 

is the Latin word submergere (and originated in the 1600s), it translates to plunge, immerse, 

overwhelm, and sink under water. With the rise of submarines in the twentieth century, the word 

gained popularity. Historically, submersion in water was called hydropathy—an amalgam of 

water (hydro) and curing (pathy). The submersion in water has long been associated with 

healing. A hand-painted zine featuring stories about submersion shares that Ancient Greek and 

Roman cultures have always believed that water has restorative powers. The Romans wrote on 



the walls of their public facilities, “health comes from water,” which is a centuries-old European 

tradition of taking to the waters to promote healing and health. 

While I can fully embrace my body while swimming, after submerging myself in water, I 

feel transformed. I am able to let go of past traumas, as the water rushes away physical and 

psychic pain, offering a sense of renewal. A divine satisfaction of sorts. I become fully present in 

my skin, and embodied while swimming. Blue Crush reminds me how long I can hold my breath 

underwater, and to deeply exhale when I surface. The work makes me a stronger swimmer, 

connected to my physical being as a body of water. Blue Crush affirms that I’m an artist-

swimmer who comes from womb waters—I’m made of water, and when my earth-walk is over, I 

will return to the ocean with my mother. 

Swimming has also become part of my theory and praxis, as the swim journal resulted in 

Swimming This Land (2018), a written piece that was part of Blue Crush: A Swim Zine, and 

evolved into in an audio recording and a video work included in Blue Crush. Many of the works 

featured in Blue Crush reflect a pre-pandemic relationship to swimming and access to swimming 

pools. These are artists exploring their relationship to their body, water, and the reciprocal 

exchange between the two. 

Blue Crush considers the social history of swimming over the past 100–150 years, among 

other things. The soothing stop-motion video of the various architectural shapes of swimming 

pools—rectangular, oval, geometric design, kidney shape, and freeform—filling and refilling 

with water, and masking tape on the floor and walls replicate the markings of being in a pool. 

Blue Crush even features decorative bunting hanging from the ceiling, another nod to the pool 

environment. The collection of videos in Blue Crush—projected as well as transcribed—reflect 

personal relationships to the water, how people feel in their bodies, the potential for water to 

heal, and familial histories with water. 

In Leslieann Hobayan’s Looking for the Mermaid I Once Was, the artist describes their 

daughter swimming across the pool in their blue and pink practice suit, and how she glides 

through the water with a grace she never had. “The girl I never was, the girl I never could be,” 

says Hobayan. She confesses to learning how to swim at 24 years old, but also how she managed 

her relationship to water throughout most of her life. She later asks herself, “How did I end up 

with a fish for a daughter?” She dives deeper into her family history: her parents immigrated 

from an Archipelago, and lived surrounded by water, but they couldn’t swim either. The artist 

explores her anxiety around floating, and learning to trust the water to hold her up. 

In qd’s video Pool Crush, the artist describes swimming at various ages: when they first 

get their period, meeting strange men in a hot tub as a teenager, smelling like garbage after 

swimming in Ontario, and later during their mid-twenties, with various sexual curiosities at the 

pool, online dating profiles of “wet queers, dry queers,” and a desire to “bang underwater.” At 26 

years old, the closing line charts a flat-chested pool boy, and aptly describes why they swim: 

“Swimming brings me closer to this thing called self-love, the depths of joy, this deep 

satisfaction.” 



Throughout Blue Crush (the exhibition), several works reference how swimming induces 

relaxation, creates a different experience of disability and body size, reframes our relationship to 

our body, improves our mood, and helps us let go. Blue Crush embodies what it means to be in 

the water, to be fully immersed, and simultaneously free. A billboard piece includes a text about 

fathoming: “Fathoms, which aren’t really used anymore, are a very old form of measurement 

where the scale of a body was used to measure the surrounding land and water. This was based 

on the length/span of the body between outstretched arms, from fingertip to fingertip. A knot 

would be tied in a rope at every fathom. A weight was then added to the end of the rope and 

dropped into water.” Today we use fathom as a term for trying to comprehend, but it is 

fundamentally based on understanding formed in the body through the distance our arms reach 

out, or embrace. Was the body more involved in our understanding in the past, or do we as a 

species understand less with our bodies now than we used to? Perhaps swimming connects us to 

our embodied experience? How this history is carried in our bodies in different ways informs our 

relationships to swimming. The fathom metaphor echoes throughout the exhibition. 

The exhibition is an intersection between water, embodiment, and artistic practice. Blue 

Crush explores the fraught history of swimming that has been shaped by race, gender, and class. 

Blue Crush is a noncompetitive swim team of artists, writers, poets, and swimmers, and reminds 

me I can be surrounded by others who carry their own relationship to their water, their bodies, 

and work in relationship to swimming. Blue Crush: A Swim Zine is a sister project to Blue Crush, 

as many of the stories within the exhibition live in the collective anthology; a reference copy is 

on site, and the zines are for sale. In Estravens Lupino-Smith’s “Introduction” from the Blue 

Crush zine, the writer exposes the vulnerability and intimacy required of swimmers, even if only 

to one’s self. “To swim, most must undress in some way. The decisions about how and what to 

wear, how much of the body to expose, how much hair one feels comfortable having or not 

having on their body: these all speak to how exposed we are when we swim.” Personally, as a 

queer, Indigenous, plus-sized body, I believe Lupino-Smith argues for the complications 

experienced by many bodies who are trans, queer, Black, Indigenous, of Colour, disabled, or 

“otherwise interrupt socially enforced binaries and hierarchies.” I suggest that this is why 

swimming is also a profoundly embodied experience. “We are uncovered, and out of our 

element: no gills or flippers, and so we are forced to feel our body in space. Every move we 

make is mediated by the buoyancy and resistance of water,” writes Lupino-Smith. “Many of the 

stories also speak to specific body parts: we dip a toe in, dunk our heads, wade through waves at 

our ankles, or have to contend with some aspect of nakedness.” 

Blue Crush offers “A Short History of Swimming Strokes” by way of banners made from 

tarp that feature illustrations of swimming strokes. The hand-painted zine featured in the 

exhibition guides us through histories and features of each of these strokes, such as watching 

animals swim. For example, the doggy paddle is based on how four-legged mammals trot in 

water, moving their hands and legs. The breaststroke originated in England, and is a Westernized 

notion of moving poetically, or in a civilized manner through water by mimicking the motion of 

a frog. The front crawl was introduced to the Western world during a swimming race in 1844, 



when Anishinaabe swimmers Flying Gull and Tobacco were invited by the British Swimming 

Society to give a demonstration. The stroke was deemed “un-European,” and for many years 

after the British only swam the breaststroke. 

Colonialism isn’t limited to swimming pools and strokes: it also informed swimwear. 

Kerri Flannigan’s wall-charted illustration of swimwear cut out from tarp, Kini Etymology, 

unpacks the bikini, bikini kill, monokini, pubikini, monokinizo, and the burkini. The chart 

informs us that during the wartime textile shortages in 1943, the United States demanded 

swimsuits be reduced by 10 percent, which resulted in the first two-piece swimsuit design. Three 

years later, four days after America dropped a nuclear bomb in Bikini Atoll—a chain of islands 

that were inhabited right up until the bombing and to this day are still contaminated (scientists 

who did research there in 2017 described these atomic bombings as “the most violent thing 

‘we’ve’ ever done to the ocean,”)—French designer Louis Reard dubbed the new two-piece 

bathing suit he designed the Bikini. “Like the atomic bomb, the bikini is small and devastating,” 

said Reard. 

Kini Etymology makes a nod to Bikini Kill, a feminist riot grrrl band formed in the 90s 

(and who have recently reunited for a 2022 tour). The band name subverts the bathing suit as a 

garment and draws inspiration from the 1967 British spy film The Million Eyes of Sumuru. The 

movie is directed by Lindsay Shonteff, and is based on a series of novels by Sax Rohmer about 

bikini-wearing assassins who kill traitors by dunking dominant men into the ocean, or breaking 

their necks between their thighs. The riot grrrl movement deeply informed my teenage years. 

Even though I’ve never actually worn a bikini, I was obsessed with Bikini Kill and Sleater 

Kinney, who were major influences on my artistic formation. Sleater Kinney’s lyrics in “The 

Swimmer” speak to swimming as a form of embodiment: “The swimmer is so far from the 

distant shore. / The only time she never feels alone. / On the land her body distorts / in the water 

lines are true to her mind.” 

Blue Crush invites viewers to consider many questions: Why is the history of the 

swimming pool significant? Why is swimming popular? Who has access to swimming pools, 

when, and why? Why is the history of the swimming strokes important? What does it feel like to 

have an embodied relationship to water? What does it mean to have a disembodied relationship 

to water? What’s the connection between pools, purification, and racial segregation? What are 

some of the complexities and nuances of swimming? What does it mean to be undressed in 

water? 

While my relationship between my queer, plus-sized body and bathing suits is often a site 

of struggle, I regularly swim in an indoor saltwater pool near the waterfront in 

Kjipuktuk/Halifax. For the majority of the pandemic, I’ve often had the hotel pool myself, and 

rarely saw another swimmer. Sometimes I would swim with my aunt, and we would often talk 

about our relationships with our full-figured bodies—so similar to my mother’s and my 

grandmother’s physiques—and how we all found relief in the water. Recently, the pool has again 

become more populated with hotel guests, children, traveling BIPOC athletes, and new members. 

The water temperature and chlorination were askew. The pool turned two of my black, raw-



edged, ruffled shoulder retro bathing suits slate grey. My aunt’s Calvin Klein navy blue swimsuit 

turned copper. I complained, and expressed concerns for myself and the health of potential 

guests. While swimmers currently need to show proof of vaccination to enter the pool, it’s 

interesting that one of the few places we were allowed to be unmasked was in the water. 

According to government health officials, “the COVID-19 virus does not transmit through the 

water while swimming.” 

While the hotel explained there was more chlorine in the water due to an increased fear of 

contracting COVD-19, they have since rectified the situation, and compensated us with a three-

month complimentary pool pass. But it got me thinking about this notion of health and how 

health comes from water. Water has to be pure and clean in order to promote health, otherwise it 

can be harmful. The chlorinated pool I was swimming in was burning the colour from my 

bathing suit, it left my skin raw. Imagine what it could do to my skin and lungs? While many 

swimmers have avoided the pools due to fears around gathering in the pandemic, I also have a 

suspicion the rise in chlorination in pools has led to the widespread popularity of cold plunging, 

and wild swimming. 

While cold-water immersion, also known as cryotherapy, is something I’ve only 

experienced on occasion, my social media feed is flooded with an increased number of cold-

water dippers, plungers, and wild swimmers across Mi’kma’ki. Poet Anna Swanson and 

interdisciplinary artist Jessica Wiebe are frequently dipping into the ocean and frozen waters at 

the edge of the Atlantic in their swimsuits and knit toques. I swam with Swanson at Punch Bowl 

on the outskirts of St. John’s in my piece “Swimming This Land.” Wiebe is a former artillery 

solider in the Canadian Armed Forces. Wiebe’s Instagram features (almost) daily videos of her 

breaking the ice—first with a hatchet, then a sledgehammer, and even once with a chainsaw—to 

submerge her body in frozen-over lakes or icy ocean waters in Nova Scotia in order to cold dip, 

record, and share her experiences. “Making the point to get outside and dip in the lake or in the 

ocean connects me with nature,” says Wiebe. “When you spend time in nature and closely 

witness the big and subtle changes in an environment year-round, you realize that you are nature 

too, and the need to protect it grows stronger.” 

Many cold-water dippers and wild swimmers suffer from chronic pain, PTSD, and 

trauma. The bitter water temperatures help to heal and cope. Many people find unequivocal relief 

submerging their body in cold water, as cryotherapy helps reduce muscle pain and soreness, and 

extreme cold freezes and destroys diseased tissue (including cancer cells). “This cold-water 

meditation has become my medicine in many ways. This practice takes me out of my head and 

brings me directly into my body,” says Wiebe. “It resets my nervous system and I am actually 

able to relax my very wound up body after. I feel a sense of landing, of feeling grounded, but 

more so connected to something greater than myself.” 

The queer context and history of swimming is integral to Blue Crush, as it attempts to 

acknowledge the coloniality and polarities of social, racialized, and political histories of 

swimmable waters, access to pools, and swimming lessons. The exhibition illustrates the fraught 

histories with the body and water, as well as the responsibility of personal and collective healing. 



While there are complications to swimming—its political history, access, and personal 

relationships—the power of the water is important to us all. Given rising ocean temperatures, 

climate change, the impacts of globalization, and the overall health of our personal and collective 

bodies, water is our lifeblood. 

Whether swimming offers a form of being, healing, embodiment, or even a wellness 

tonic, Blue Crush is an exhibition that safely brings you to the water’s edge, compliments you on 

your choice of swimwear, offers a space on the diving board at the lip of the pool, submerges 

viewers underwater, looks out toward open sea, and reminds us that we are all bodies of water. 

 

-- 
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