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t started two years ago. I run a summer arts festival in Munich called the

Kulturstrand, at the Ludwigsbriicke, a bridge that stands over the river Isar,

where I have an office. I work there most days and when I do, I swim there.

I’m one of those people who likes to swim in all conditions - I’ll swim in the
Atlantic when it’s 10 degrees, which my wife thinks is a little strange. Sometimes I
swim the river with a group of friends in the autumn or winter, but I mainly swim to
work in the summer.

I live two kilometres upstream from my office. The river at that point is too wild to
swim down unaided; it’s like an Alpine river. I wouldn’t even consider it without a
flotation device, but then I learned about a designer in Switzerland who’d invented
a thing called a Wickelfisch. It’s a waterproof bag that you can keep your stuff in; it
also locks in air so acts as a float. When I saw it I bought one, and the next day I
swam to work for the first time.

I’'ve lived in Munich for 34 years, so I know the river very well. And I really hate
traffic. I hate the aggression and the fighting for space. When I’m not swimming,



I usually go to work by bike, but even that’s become very difficult. Munich has
grown rapidly in the past seven years. There are seven bridges across the river and
all these different forms of transport are jostling for space. So being a pragmatic
person, I figured why not take the river to work?

I check the conditions the night before. In summer, the Isar can be anything
between 14 and 23 degrees centigrade. About 95% of days, it’s safe to swim but
occasionally we get a surge after a thunderstorm in the mountains and the current is
too strong. That’s when you get thick tree trunks drifting down the river - you don’t
want to be floating around in that. The state of Bavaria provides updates on the river
level and the water temperature every 15 minutes, and gives a prognosis for the next
24 hours, so I can check my phone and decide if I’'m going to swim the following
day.

The fastest I’'ve managed is 12 minutes, but usually it takes
around 27. I pack my laptop, suit and phone in the bag and jump in. In summer, I
just wear trunks and rubber shoes because there are things on the river bed that can
cut your feet like broken glass and old bicycles. When I’m in the water, it’s
absolutely beautiful. It’s very calm and peaceful, even though it’s like a rapid river.
Sometimes I hear commuters yelling at each other up on the riverbank while
I’m having fun watching ducklings and squirrels. In the 1970s, when they deepened
the river basin, there was a project called the Renaturierung to give the
downtown river a more natural appearance. So it’s a beautiful stretch of water with
these huge salmon-like fish called huchen that have come back in the past few
decades. If I wear goggles, I can watch them because the water’s so clear. The river
has drinking-water quality these days, so if I get thirsty I can just take a mouthful.

When I arrive at work the first thing I do is pick up a cappuccino, sit in one of the
basket chairs by the riverbank and dry out in the sunshine. Being the boss means I
can do things like that. Recently I’ve become a kind of local celebrity, the strange
guy who swims in the river. In the past few weeks, other people have started coming
with me. There’s probably a few dozen of us altogether. Now that more people are
joining in, we’ve published advice on our website about how to swim safely.

If you’re not prepared, the Isar can be very dangerous.

My eldest son, Xaver, who’s seven, even swam with me a couple of times this
summer. He wore a wetsuit and felt a bit chilly when he got in but he soon warmed
up. A few days ago, there was a school class on one of the bridges and they pointed
down and called out to me, so I got out and gave them a little talk about what I do.
It’s become a great story about people, nature and civilisation, and how they

can coexist.



As told to Gordon Darroch

Do you have an experience to share? Email experience@theguardian.com

... as you’re joining us today from Switzerland, we have a small favour to ask.
Through these turbulent and challenging times, millions rely on the Guardian for
independent journalism that stands for truth and integrity. Readers chose to
support us financially more than 1.5 million times in 2020, joining existing
supporters in 180 countries.

With your help, we will continue to provide high-impact reporting that can
counter misinformation and offer an authoritative, trustworthy source of news for
everyone. With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we set our own agenda and
provide truth-seeking journalism that’s free from commercial and political
influence. When it’s never mattered more, we can investigate and challenge
without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, we have maintained our choice: to keep Guardian journalism
open for all readers, regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay.
We do this because we believe in information equality, where everyone deserves
to read accurate news and thoughtful analysis. Greater numbers of people are
staying well-informed on world events, and being inspired to take meaningful
action.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on critical
events shaping our world - from the Black Lives Matter movement, to the new
American administration, Brexit, and the world's slow emergence from a global
pandemic. We are committed to upholding our reputation for urgent, powerful
reporting on the climate emergency, and made the decision to reject advertising
from fossil fuel companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set a course
to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or
small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from
aslittle as €1 - it only takes a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us
with a regular amount each month. Thank you.





