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Swim #21, The Thames, Truss’s Island to Chertsey Bridge 

This felt very much like the last longer swim before winter sets in. We met 
at Chersey Mead car park, in the way that these swims often happen. 
When you are the first one there, having arrived in a car park otherwise 
non-descript, not on your patch, it feels a bit shady. Waiting for people to 
arrive. Today Juliet and Hywel are swimming the six or so kilometers. They 
show, we greet, we get changed, we shuttle up to Truss’s Island.  Truss's 
Island is hardly an island, but has an important place in the history of River 
Thames navigation. Charles Truss had the great privilege of having this 
little parcel of land in the Thames named after him. He was Clerk of Works 
to the Worshipful Committee of Thames Navigation of the Corporation of 
the City of London in 1774. His task was to regulate the River. As those 
who swim the Thames regularly know, the River is not to be tamed easily. 
A powerful beast, open to flooding then as now. In the mid-sixteen 
hundreds, the Thames downstream of London was packed, like the traffic 
jams in present-day central London. The traffic upstream of London too – 
increasing exponentially into the seventeenth century.  



Flooding, the great disruptor left new shoals and washed away river banks 
and property, filling the river with big lumps of stuff dangerous to people 
and boats, making it difficult to navigate. To Truss we owe the systematic 
modernisation of locks, from the earlier flash lock variety, along the lower 
Thames. By extension, we can thank Truss in part for the lower Thames 
landscape we can see and enjoy now.  

Today, Truss’s Island is deserted - a previous time I had been here the car 
park was filled by black cars and drivers waiting to pick up people from 
Heathrow Airport. I guess there are few important people to pick up on a 
Sunday morning. The water has cooled down, and it has the sense of 
Autumn to it. From Truss’s Island, after faffing and  deciding where best to 
get in, to a steady rate in the sunshine to a more-or-less halfway point at 
Burway Rowing Club. To re-energising with cake and chocolate and tea, to 
cheering ourselves along in the water, which not Winter-cold, was dropping 
in temperature almost day-on-day. Sometimes it’s not the absolute 
temperature, but how it has changed quickly and how that challenges one’s 
expectations of what to wear and how far to go. Which is to say, we got 
cold, even though Juliet and I were wearing wetsuits. The end was cheery, 
with more tea, and the purchase of Transylvanian gin, jam and pickles, 
which Juliet trades on behalf of her parents. This really marks the end of 
Summer, I think.  


