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urrounded by water

n the North Coast, we are sur-
rounded by water.
But in a pool, it’s just you and

the line at the bottom of the lane.

Tranquil and blue, the water welcomes
you.

Peace, serenity and a renewed day all
seem possible.

Tragically, too many people can’t
swim: humans don’t instinctively know
how and must be taught.

More than 320,000 people world-
wide die each year from drowning. Black
youth drown at five times the rate of
white children.

Across the globe, rising sea lev-
els because of climate change and more
intense flooding will dominate in the
years to come. Countries like the Nether-
lands and Japan require
citizens to know how to
swim. In some countries,
people learn how to swim
before they can walk.

This all makes Bonnie
Tsui’s new book, “Why
We Swim,” even more
significant for readers on
the coast.

Tsui explores the his-
tory of swimming from the Green Sahara,
when lakes peppered today’s sands in
Egypt, to competitive swimming’s begin-
nings to modern day Olympic swim-
ming heroes while immersing readers in
the physiological, mental and emotional
underpinnings of what makes swimming
such a rewarding enterprise.

She also highlights stories of remark-
able aquatic feats: Gulaugur Fripors-
son, an Icelandic fisherman who sur-
vived an overturned ship in the 1980s
and swam over 3.5 miles in freezing
cold water to shore; Kim Chambers, one
of the world’s top open-water marathon
swimmers who came to the sport after
suffering a major accident to her leg;
Lynne Cox, who was the first person to
swim the Bering Strait, swimming from
Alaska to the Soviet Union; and Joseph
“Jay” Taylor, who was stationed in
Baghdad, Iraq, as a cultural attaché for
the U.S. and taught those in the military
and others how to swim in the former
palace pool of Saddam Hussein.

Tsui includes other extreme swimming
sports like ice-swimming (it’s exactly
what it sounds like), which by 2018 had
more than 250 people who had swum an
“ice-mile.” She also examines the combi-
nation of martial arts and samurai swim-
ming in Japan.

Literary and historical heroes like
Leonardo da Vinci, Benjamin Frank-
lin, Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Ken-
nedy, Henry David Thoreau and Lord
Byron also make a splash in Tsui’s pages

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Frustrated

JONATHAN
WILLIAMS

ately, I have felt very frustrated with
The Astorian. It doesn’t seem to know
what it wants to be when it grows up.

If you take away the comics and the
classifieds, the news about what happened
years ago and the Associated Press arti-
cles that have nothing really to do with our
community, and are readily available in
other venues, there isn’t much left.

Surely there must be more local news
to report on? Why not a synopsis of city
council meetings or planning commis-
sion meetings? Why not an article about
how many doses of vaccine the area has
received, and how it is being distributed,
and even what the criteria for getting the
vaccine is?

Why not an article about the build-
ing going on in Warrenton? We see the
roads and construction, but no real info
on what is going where? Why not an arti-
cle on what is going on in the Oregon
Legislature?

Are you a local paper, or one that
reports national news? I would be very
interested in seeing more local and up-to-
date news on our communities. Please
think about this.

TERRIE POWERS
Astoria

An unspoken reality

R:eality can be a hard pill to swallow, as
is speaking the unspoken truth of it. If
2020 taught us anything, it is that desper-
ate times call for desperate measures.

Oregonians must recognize that a cata-
strophic threat exists at our southern bor-
der and it will for some time.

Back in February when COVID-19 was
ravaging throughout Washington, I would
commute 40 miles on Interstate 5 to work.
What struck me was how many vehicles
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Sunset Pool in Seaside is one of the few pools on the North Coast that has been open during the coronavirus pandemic.
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Why

Bonnie T'sui

for their swimming innovations and
enthusiasm.

In extolling the virtues of swimming,
Tsui quotes Ishmael from Herman Mel-
ville’s “Moby-Dick”: “meditation and
water are wedded forever.”

While the physical benefits of swim-
ming are many (the low impact sport is
good for lowering high-blood pressure
and arthritis), Tsui is incisive in her tell-
ing of what the activity can do for us
mentally.

“The act of swimming can be one of

healing, and health — a way to well-be-
ing. Swimming together can be a way to
find community, through a team, a club
or a shared, beloved body of water,” Tsui
writes.

She also explains how you’re able to
dream of new possibilities while swim-
ming because of the pace and fluidity of
the sport.

For adults, swimming is also, “a way
for us to remember how to play,” Tsui
writes.

My own swimming story begins in
Astoria. I learned to swim at the Astoria
Aquatic Center, swimming through high
school and later in college and graduate
school. The sport has carried me through
my life. I truly love it.

Tsui captures that feeling here: “For
many swimmers, the act of swimming
is a tonic, in that old-fashioned sense
of the word: it is a restorative, a stimu-
lant, undertaken for a feeling of vigor and
well-being.”

Swimming is one of the few activities
everyone can do.

While the pool in Astoria is closed
because of the coronavirus pandemic,
Sunset Pool in Seaside has remained

open for much of the time. There, young
and old swim in lanes side by side. A
euphoria of gratitude permeates the atmo-
sphere as swimming remains a bright
light for those who call it their sport.

Mavericks on the North Coast even
take to lakes and rivers for open-wa-
ter excursions. Surfers dot the crests of
waves on our beaches. The U.S. Coast
Guard stands in the wings waiting to help
those for whom tragedy strikes.

The danger and fear of swimming for
many still remains. We have to learn to
live with water and see it as an ally and
not an enemy, Tsui writes. Leaders on the
coast should make learning how to swim
a priority for all citizens — young and
old — so everyone can enjoy the benefits
of the sport.

Tsui’s book is a highly engrossing
work that deftly shows the evolution of
swimming, our relationship to it and why
we need it.

As the author writes, “Not everybody
is a swimmer, but everyone has a swim-
ming story to tell.”

What will yours be?

Jonathan Williams is the associate edli-
tor of The Astorian.

TREADING ON DEMOCRACY

brimming with personal belongings were
driving south. It was evident there were
more Washingtonians on the freeway than
Oregonians.

What this indicated was the fleeing into
Oregon and California of those seeking
safety and resources from the virus.

I recently returned from three weeks
in California — I tested immediately
before leaving, with results in six hours.
What startled me was the widespread lack
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of wearing masks and social distancing.
There was this dangerous pervasive dev-
il-may-care attitude. It is axiomatic why

every 10 minutes someone dies of COVID

there.

We need to protect Oregon by rigor-
ously screening those coming from the
south. Yes, establishing entry checkpoints
assuring that visitors and those relocat-
ing have proof they are COVID-free, and
such evidence must be within 72 hours

(this includes truckers). It is ludicrous to
believe people will self-quarantine for 10
or more days.

With the continual mutation of the virus
that is increasingly more contagious, this
is an absolute unpopular necessity if we
are to safeguard our state. It won’t fully
solve spreading, but will help in contain-
ing it.

JAMES HOUSTON
Eugene



