Water treatment: diving into the Firth of Clyde

Until recently, a day trip to Gourock Outdoor Pool was my ideal of timid escapism, a place to get out of my depth, the equal of a dark afternoon in the arthouse cinema, immersive, vaguely ecstatic, bobbing around in deep water with the anonymous crowd under the gaze of the life guards. As a Glasgow citizen, I was angry at the drive to close the old Victorian pools in the city and build new leisure centres for the car-owning cosy classes, I felt suffocated by the happy social atmosphere of those ghastly overheated pavilions of aspiration. In Gourock, I felt buoyed up by my righteous self-justifying plunge into the cleansing water element, scornful of leisure centres and proud of my contrarian embrace of the outmoded, the scruffy, the shivery. Now I am not so sure.  

Now the pleasure of the pool feels much closer to what it’s like back on dry land, back in the city, marooned in the limbo of contemporaneity I was trying to escape, sunk up to the neck in ‘the local’ while trying to see what’s going on in the world. And although I still distrust the fake social inclusion of those Glasgow pools, I also feel newly suspicious of the classic solitary swimming creeds of wild water and the desire for contact with unmediated nature vociferated by adepts such as Roger Deakin in Waterlog (1999), and reiterated by the tribe of wild swimming enthusiasts online (e.g. at http://www.wildswimming.co.uk/ ). Now I feel at a distance from that cult of purity, out of key and out of time with the promise of an endless present. I’m no longer deluded enough to think the liquid in the pool really counts as a natural substance, despite the brisk untamed stiff breeze wafting overhead (publicity for the pool proclaims the ‘fresh sea water’ piped straight in and then heated to an idyllic 28°C). I eye up the Firth of Clyde, knowing that its water quality is rated as ‘poor’ all the way down to the Irish Channel (sepa.org.uk). Lined up along the southern edge of that spectacular Highland panorama of water, sky and mountains, immersion in the Gourock Lido puts me somewhere between the chlorinated local baths and the polluted briny, a place to teeter on the brink of asking how Glaswegians have managed to channel the vast gurgling floods of water rushing through their body politic, transubstantiating mere water into the true Scots elixir of freedom (ready bottled). Let’s take the Outdoor Pool to be a debating chamber or agora in which, however grim the weather, the audience and actors all strip off before every performance, a reverse theatre for examining our bodies, our selves, our sustenance. 

From the poolside, the swimmer can survey the regional environment of Glasgow and its hinterlands, follow the trajectory of the flows of water from Highland hills and streams, into the great municipal reservoir at Loch Katrine and on through the taps, toilets, and factories of the city, finally pouring down into the great bowl of the Firth of Clyde.

Built in 1909, Gourock was one of the earliest expressions of the sudden rush to build outdoor pools in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s, and like many it was dignified with the glamorous Italian word lido transported from the Venetian holiday sands (MacCallum 2003-4; Pussard 2007). Outdoor pools signified healthy sun worship, sporty glamour in a new world of mass leisure, designed as spaces to revel in that frightening element, water. Deep open water, even in a pool, is dangerous. Pools combine both danger and control, their symmetrical and rational design seeks to reassure and make everything clear, with signposts, rules and guards, the danger is tempered by what could be described as another version of the Disney ‘architecture of reassurance’ (Marling 1997).

To municipal promoters, who were also constructing sports fields and public parks in the same era, swimming was intended to expand the ideal of rational recreation, to direct the energies of urban industrial workers into adopting for themselves the creed of ‘healthy body in a healthy mind’. Like those other mass activities, swimming was engulfed by the proliferation of bureaucratic sporting bodies that imposed rules, regulations and orderly competition onto the unruly masses in industrial modern cities.

Combined with the Spartan aspects, and the desire to force free vitamin D into the pale ricket-racked limbs of the underclass, outdoor swimming was part of the ‘democratisation’ (read monetization) of leisure and popular culture in the interwar period. Lidos were purpose-built open-air pools specifically designed for parks or coastal resorts, part sport and health gym, part cafe, bar, and lounging space. Lidos adopted a sleek, art deco style, echoing hotels, ocean liners and Mediterranean resorts at a time when only wealthy people went abroad. In short, outdoor pools offered the exotic flavour of a different lifestyle, just like going to the movies.

Indeed, Malcolm MacCallum argues a strong and direct connection between the rise of outdoor pools in the 1930s (MacCallum 2003-4) and the cinema-going boom in Scotland. Many screen idols of Hollywood began as swimming stars in the 1930s; Johnny Weissmuller, Tarzan, started out as an Olympic swimming champion before flashing his physique in front of Jane and the Apes. Many other swimmers soon joined him on the silver screen, Buster Crabbe, hero of Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon films, Esther Williams, star of swimming spectaculars such as Skirts Ahoy! With these role models, no wonder Scots flocked to their local pools—what could be more sure fire than chatting up members of the opposite sex during an evening’s ‘Treasure Hunt’ in the local Lido minus all your clothes and makeup? In a buttoned-up era, the milling bodies were exciting and disturbing, imperative, but bound around with the rules of encounter.

According to Helen Pussard, outdoor pools offer ‘domesticated leisure’, fuelled by the willed suspension of disbelief by the swimmers who maintain an illusion of privacy and social distance from others despite the crowds of half-naked bodies in very close proximity to one another. Little private groups each create the sensation of a domestic space, with chairs, towels, meals, alongside a few chosen companions, re-enacting the familiar rituals of the pool going event. A visit to any mixed-sex pool strongly invites participants into playing out normalised domestic and gendered roles, laying out towels, and offering food and drink, a miniature version of home but in an exotic or strange setting. If you want to bring those invisible controls into stark focus take a chance (if you can) to vary that ambience; visit any single-sex pool such as the Hampstead Men’s and Women’s Ponds to compare. They too have their own perhaps bizarre atmosphere and rituals, but the most striking feeling that strikes the visitor is the blessed silence on the indoctrination airwaves. But I’d also argue that the outmoded style, the critical distance offered by the anachronisms of the outdoor pool in the faded seaside resort offer us visitors a chance to step back from those social rituals and see them no longer as normal behaviour, but artificial. The chance to do this back in Glasgow has almost gone now, when the city council closed so many older local pools across the city (such as Govanhill Baths) and replaced these with fewer new leisure pools that enforce a one-note experience centred on car-owning heterosexual family values with permanent mixed swimming.

I can’t deny, then, that a trip to Gourock Pool is an exotic adventure, making ordinary council-run swimming into a strange event, enhanced by its pains as much as its pleasures, and intensely alluring in its strangeness and anachronism, especially if you travel by train from Central Station on the line that loops out along to the West along the south bank of the River Clyde. The train travels through rustic looking banks of flowers and trees, between old stone walls and embankments, stopping at halts with fantastic storybook names, like Fort Matilda. Gourock is the terminus, the end of the line, but it is also the change point to new destinations, it is the embarkation point for ferries crossing the water to take travellers on towards wilder highland roads going to the north. The end of the line, the destination, is also a point of new departure. The architecture of the pool itself is perched above the river, and across the water we see those Highland mountains and deep inlets, the pool itself is like one of those imaginary ferries taking us to some unknown destination in Scotland’s blasted wilderness. 

Meanwhile, let’s try to dive right into the water. The water in the Gourock pool has the strangest taste and feel, it is salty and stinging, and it has also been treated, chlorinated in some way. The overall interaction of salt and chemical gives a Savlon-like taste to the water, and as you swim into the stiff salty breeze, with the sun in your eyes, it starts to feel like a sublime experience (I mean, sublimed as in alchemy, when the substance under action—me—gets purified and volatilised out of the crucible, but that’s cool, I’m after the out-of-body experience).  It certainly reminds me of how artificial, how manufactured a product is clean city water. The swimming pool draws its water from the Clyde, the vast expanse of visible open water just alongside, and here it is mainly seawater, but thoroughly well diluted with the flow of so-called fresh water coming downstream from Glasgow, made up of the many rivers that join the Clyde, and the outflow of drinking water from Loch Katrine, having made a detour through the bodies and homes of Glasgow citizens before returning to the river. 

The Glasgow City Council Loch Katrine water scheme was approved by Parliament in 1855, at a time when the Loch was already highly celebrated as a Romantic site of authentic Highland landscape, due to the best-selling popularity of Walter Scott’s poem The Lady of the Lake (1810), and subsequent mediatisation through tourist publications. Hard up against this ‘wild Highland’ site there was the overcrowded dirty industrial entrepreneurial city of Glasgow, an exceptionally heavily industrialised area with primary industries of iron founding, coal mining and heavy engineering, alongside trading, importing and processing raw materials from colonial territories such as tobacco, sugar and cotton making Glasgow the ‘second city of empire’ (Gold and Gold 1995). Connecting Glasgow and Loch Katrine we see the operation of various technologies of travel and assimilation: the steam ship and the railway opened up the ‘scenery, sporting facilities and romantic associations of Scotland to be marketed to the middle classes of industrial Britain’ (Harvie 1977), while also creating access all around the Firth of Clyde to industrial day trippers from Glasgow and its hinterland.
After the approval of the water scheme in the 1850s, anyone approaching Loch Katrine from Glasgow would also associate this romantic place with modern convenience, progress and technological control of nature, when it became the source of a clean piped-water supply to the city. Loch Katrine was a significant water scheme, but not as the spur to middle class aesthetic environmentalism, instead it acted as an emblem of ‘common good’ works (Maver 2000). Behind the rhetoric of clean water and public benefit was the appalling spectre of cholera and other ‘democratic’ public health scares. In the crowded city, no-one could escape these diseases of human proximity. As the enraged correspondent,  the physician and cholera expert Henry McCormac argued in the Glasgow Herald in1853: ‘the cholera has been permitted by our Creator for no other object than that of enforcing upon the rich and intelligent the amendment of the habitations of the poor’. 

In an era of ‘free-trade’ and private venture this city investment was perceived to be dangerously socialistic. Loch Katrine became an example that legitimised municipal action and investment elsewhere (Maver 1996) fuelling the notion that water was a public good that came to hold sway in Western cities for most of the twentieth century until neo-liberal privatisation initiatives in the 1980s reversed this notion of community utilities (Kaika 2005).

But the more pure water from Loch Katrine flowed in to the city, the more filthy water came out. The introduction of drains and water closets (what we think of as normal flush toilets) made additional pollution. Water closets might appear cleaner and better than the smelly old dry privies that were emptied by waste collectors, but the collective effect of the city’s worth of sewage and smell in pipes and in the waters of the Clyde and Kelvin became unbearable. Some of the remedies suggested included ‘deodorizing’ with sulphuric acid or carbonic acid (in effect killing all the waters stone dead with disinfectant). It took a month for sewage to travel from Glasgow Bridge to Dumbarton castle at a rate of half a mile a day, thus there would have been a month’s sewage in the lower stretches river in normal summer conditions, (Muir 1881). This meant that methods of water treatment, and methods of breaking down the waste rapidly became a focus of concern. As Glasgow was a major centre of heavy industry, this also greatly increased the pollution in the lower Clyde. As one official observer in 1883 wrote: ‘in summer time there is a perfect commotion with air and gas bubbles over the whole surface of the water, and it is so bad they cannot use it for the boilers of the little steam ferry- boats that ply across the river’. This observer is of course writing about the very same rose-tinted era of excursions and trips ‘doon the watter’ in the tourist steamers of popular memory, the memory that gives Gourock town, its railway terminus and its liner-like Lido, such outmoded charm.

It’s that treated water, its chemical salty tang engulfing the swimming body in the outdoor breezy setting, that is the key to the delicious, strange experience of Gourock Pool, that offers proposals to the private body seeking its own paths through the overwhelming contemporary public spaces of health, leisure, and organised fun. I love the personal experience of this place, the delightful pre-verbal lassitude of drying off in the cool air and fitful sunshine. But while I welcome writers searching for their own ‘affect’ and subjective approach to culture (McLachlan 2012; Shapton 2012), I don’t really want only to be a flâneur of swimming holes. Gourock’s pool is now the kind of leisure space that was once utterly banal but is now out of key with the times. To the visitor it offers an escape from the remorseless onslaught of contemporary lifestyle activity. But its anachronism means that it is also a permeable space in which history and the present can both intrude. If the wild swimmer is a solitary and often elitist figure with a polarised view of nature ‘out there’, we can find instead in endangered outdoor pools, and their gulps of weird water, an alternative municipal nature where I can test out my subjectivity against all those other narratives, held in the medium of its waters. Thankfully, I recognise a compromised space that offers a way to examine how on earth we might negotiate our way towards a humane urban cultural environmentalism.
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