Swimming in the Desert


One of my coping strategies during really horrendous experiences is to think about what a great story I’ll have to share in the future, presuming that I survive the incident of course. I recently wrote about my November road trip to New Mexico and then Tempe, Arizona for the 2009 Ironman Triathlon. I failed to mention that I actually had to compete in said triathlon before continuing onward to Palm Springs, California for a restful Thanksgiving dinner with family. Hence, I’ve got a really great story to share. 


I’ll save you the play-by-play account of my race day because, frankly, I’m sure you don’t care how many granola bars I ate on the bike ride or that I tripped and fell flat on my face at mile 22 of the run. I will, however, recount in agonizing detail my swim that day in the hopes that it provides you with some entertainment on this cold winter day. 


“Where might one swim 2.4 miles continuously in Arizona?” you might be wondering. True, Arizona is a desert, but that trivial fact has not stopped the City of Tempe from creating a two-mile long lake in the center of town. Tempe Town Lake is an impoundment of the Salt River, which is usually dry. Completed in 1999, the lake is filled with 3.8 million cubic meters of water purchased from the Central Arizona Project, which originates in the Colorado River near Lake Havasu. Because it is so darned hot during most of the year, the lake loses 6400 cubic meters of water a day to evaporation, which is supplemented by more water purchased from the Central Arizona Project. 


At 6:55am on November 22, I didn’t give a darn about where the water in Tempe Town Lake came from, though, because I was too busy climbing over a railing to get into the water before the starting gun for the triathlon went off. The lake was a cold 63º that morning and I nearly hyperventilated when I hit the water. Adding to my sensory overload were 2400 other people dropping into the water all around me, several thousand more people standing on the banks and bridges above, screaming and ringing cow bells, and amplified music pumping out of speakers all around. 

The gun went off at 7am sharp, and instant pandemonium ensued. Like a school of salmon struggling to swim upstream, I and the 2400 other competitors began swimming with all our might, kicking, whacking and swimming over one another in the process. Already, I couldn’t feel my feet because of the cold, and within twenty minutes my arms were numb as well. Still, I continued onward, surfing on a sea of people toward that ever-retreating halfway turn around. 

Complicating matters was the fact that I could not even see my arms in front of my face, so opaque was the water. It was like swimming in a frosty cold mug of brown ale, with a couple thousand other people. According to the statistics provided by the City of Tempe, the lake has an average clarity of about 25-30 inches, or 0.75 meters, meaning that you can see no further than two and a half feet into the water. In comparison, clarity in the St. Croix River is nearly twice as deep – 1.4 meters. Tempe Lake is not officially listed as impaired, but there have been concerns in recent years with high pH levels in the water and high levels of e.Coli bacteria. To address water quality at the lake so that it meets standards temporarily for swimming events, Tempe installed a piping system that reroutes upstream water around the lake and back into the riverbed west of the lake.

Having rung around the turn around buoy, I struggled back to the swim finish, already rehearsing how I would tell the story in my mind. With the end in sight and only a few hundred meters to go, I hit a solid wall of wiggling, squiggling people. “Arr!” I nearly screamed in frustration, though chose not to in reality, as my head was underwater. I punched and kicked and swam my way through after several attempts and then launched myself out of the water and up the steps with the aid of a volunteer. Before you knew it, two more volunteers had relieved me of my wetsuit lickity-split, and I was off to finish the rest of the race, and many more entertaining stories to tell in the future. 
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