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SWIMMING ADVENTURERS

Choosing your pain.  
Ella Foote meets 
adventurer Beth 
French

Against 
the Tides

“If I want to swim a channel, 
I know I can tomorrow,” is 
one of the first things ocean 
swimmer Beth French says 

to me. We are sat in warm spring 
sunshine at Parliament Hill Lido in 
north London. I am in awe of her 
baseline swim fitness and love the idea 
of being in the best shape you can to be 
able tackle a marathon swim any day 
you like.

Three years ago Beth set out to 
swim the Oceans Seven, a challenge 
consisting of seven of the toughest sea-
channels in the world. For marathon 
swimmers, it is the ultimate test.  To 
date, only 15 people have completed 
it and Beth attempted to be the first to 
complete all seven swims in one year. 
This month the feature documentary 
film, Against the Tides, is released 
and it tells her story. “You know how 
sometimes you joke and talk about 
who might play you if they made a 
movie of your life?” says Beth. “I am 
playing me, in the movie of my life!”

PERSONAL CONFLICT
Against the Tides follows Beth as she 
tackles hypothermia, the elements, a 
shark and fatigue. But that is only part 
of the story, it is also about personal 
conflict. “It has a really important 

message to people about choice,” says 
Beth. “About challenging what we call 
significant, what we call motherhood 
and what we call normal. I am really 
proud, Director Stefan Stuckert and 
Cinematographer Damian Daniel have 
done such a great job. They have made 
a beautiful thing out of my messy life. I 
just did the swimming.”

WHEELCHAIR BOUND
You might already be familiar with 
Beth’s story. She has spoken at various 
events, including the Kendal Mountain 

“
”

If I want 
to swim a 
channel, I 
know I can 
tomorrow 
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Ella met Beth at 
the steel-lined 
Parliament Hill 
Lido in north 
London
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Festival and on the day we met, she 
was fresh from being interviewed by 
Lorraine Kelly for the ITV Lorraine 
show. At 17 Beth was wheelchair 
bound by M.E. and after years of 
battling her body, this became the 
motivation to swim channels. She 
has a 10-year-old son, Dylan, who is 
autistic. When he was diagnosed Beth 
decided to home-school him. She fitted 
training in while he slept, or he would 
sit in a dinghy tethered to her ankle 
as she swam in the sea off the Dorset 
coast. “I am on the spectrum, but I 
didn’t think Dylan was autistic,” says 
Beth. “But then while we went through 
the diagnosis, Chris Packham brought 
out his documentary and I noticed it 
was like watching my dad. We have 
autism in our family, it shows a lot in 
the boys.”

SWIMMING IS THE EASY BIT
The film demonstrates the agonising 
choice Beth has to make between her 
swimming and her son. Spoiler alert! 
Beth didn’t finish the seven swims, she 
makes a decision to stop swimming 
and finish the project with seven 
kilometres to go on her fifth swim, the 
Tsugaru Strait in Japan. 

“I started swimming for my son, 
I will finish the swimming for him,” 
she says as she gets out. One of my 
favourite writers, Mark Manson, has 
a great piece about choosing your 
pain. He says we shouldn’t consider 
what we want in life, but instead we 
should ask ourselves, “What pain do 
you want in your life? What are you 
willing to struggle for?” If you want to 
be a marathon swimmer, the pain – the 
struggle – is the sacrifices we make. 
Beth says over and over, swimming 

is the easy bit. It is admirable and 
understandable to choose a child over 
personal ambition, but it wasn’t just 
about choosing to be a parent. 

WHERE THE WORLD MAKES SENSE
“The whole truth slightly differentiates 
from the film script,” says Beth. 
“What couldn’t come across in the 
documentary, is that 20 years ago I put 
myself in a wheelchair because I didn’t 
know how to say no. I didn’t trust my 
own voice, I didn’t hear it or trust my 
body. Yes, doing the swims – the stress, 
the process of filming, the team and 
travelling were all out of my comfort 
zone. When I got in the water I was 
feeling really low because Dylan had 
a meltdown the day before and I was 
struggling. But I was also riding this 
point of stress in my body where I 
knew I was getting ill again. I got in ➜

➜

THE FILM DEMONSTRATES 
THE AGONISING CHOICE BETH 
HAS TO MAKE BETWEEN HER 
SWIMMING AND HER SON

EMPOWERING A NEW 
GENERATION OF COACHES

Be empowered and share your passion for 
open water swimming with STA’s Award-winning 

Level 2 Open Water Swimming Coaching Qualification

www.safetytrainingawards.co.uk

Supported by Keri-anne Payne, 
Olympic Silver Medalist & 
Double world champion for 
the 10km open water. 
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the water that day, the water is the only 
place where the world makes sense 
to me, it is the only place where I am 
going to make massive decisions in my 
life. The only place, face down, where 
no one can hear me scream! I was 
swimming along, my mind had started 
to quieten and I realised I don’t need to 
do this anymore.”

Beth realised that she had already 
answered the question she had set out 
for her body - can she drive her body 
to the point of destruction, recover 
and do it again? “I set out to find out 
if I could swim a channel and recover 
to swim the next one and the next. My 
project was a success,” she says. “Ella 
in my team was doing everything right 
to get me to finish that day. I could see 
where we were supposed to be landing 
the swim. But I actively did not want to 
complete the swim, I needed to listen 
to my voice, get out and stop. I knew 
that once I was on dry land everybody 
else’s opinion would start to creep in, 
but I am in control, my voice is just as 
loud and important. I am never going 
to be that ill again. Dylan was the 
conduit, I wanted to go back to being 
a mum, but that was in that moment. 
The bigger thing was that I was never 
not going to listen to my own voice 

again. So I got out, with a big smile on 
my face.”

FAILURE OR SUCCESS
I asked her about that balance of 
what some may see as failure and 
what success means. “My goal was to 
achieve seven oceans in a year, that 
was the destination,” she says. “But 
the adventure is what we learn along 
the way and that is why we do it. We 
don’t do these swims, challenges and 
projects for the end result, we do it for 
what we learn about ourselves during 
the process. In every way imaginable to 
me, my project was a success. If I had 
got to the last channel and the weather 
meant I couldn’t end it, is that any 
more of a success or failure? Making 
the choice is the bigger success.”

Beth’s mother initially wasn’t 
supportive of her swimming, because 
she was a young, single mum. Seeing 
Beth’s story in film made her look at 
motherhood differently. “Her version 

of motherhood is different to my 
version of motherhood and neither 
one is more important than the other,” 
says Beth. “This is a really lovely place 
for us to arrive at. Being a parent isn’t 
about separating a dream from the 
reality, it has to be a blend. People talk 
about finding a balance, but the word 
is blend. When you find something, 
like I found swimming, something that 
answers your soul’s questions, you find 
a way to make it work for you.”

MOTHERHOOD AND ADVENTURE
There is a big difference between male 
and female pioneering, it is always 
assumed men have done something 
first. Beth has been the first person, 
not just the first woman with her 
swimming. She was the first person 
to swim the 26 miles from Cornwall 
to the Isles of Scilly. “If you closed 
your eyes and were asked to picture 
an adventurer, you would probably 
picture a man like Ben Fogle or Ray 
Mears,” says Beth. “Women are still 
not commercial, it is harder to get 
backing. There are lots of women out 
there doing it, but it is the male stories 
that get told and make it to mainstream 
cinema. My film, talking about 
motherhood, I am challenged about 
how I justified doing it. This wouldn’t 
happen with a man. There is still a lot 
more out there for us, lots that women 
still haven’t done. Putting myself out 
there as a public figure is scary, but it 
is important because girls need to see 
other girls doing it. I am bringing up 
my son who doesn’t just look to men 
as adventure role models, to look to 
his mum, that his girlfriend might 
do something, a sister, aunt… that is 
important!” 

Against the Tides is out on 10 May. 
For information and tickets visit 
againstthetidesfilm.com

➜

Beth at Parliament Hill 
Lido

Beth and her son Dylan
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