100th Anniversary of the Liffey Swim - A Personal Odyssey by Anthony Hughes
In August of 2019, two of my life’s passions collided head on, philately and swimming, I have been collecting stamps since
I was about eight years of age and swimming almost as long. I swam my first Liffey 35 years ago and have over 20 under
my belt. My moment of glory came in 2007 when I placed third.
I was delighted in 2019 to see a stamp was being issued to celebrative the 100th running of the Liffey Swim (the first race
was held in 1920). The swim was a male only event until 1977, when women were allowed to participate.
The image used on the stamp was Jack B Yates’ iconic painting of the 1923 Liffey Swim that hangs in the National
Gallery of Ireland. It features spectators watching the race as the swimmers are approaching O’Connell Bridge. The man
wearing the brown cap is thought to be Yeats and the woman in the yellow hat, his wife Cottie. In the 1924 Olympics the
painting won a silver medal, the first Olympic medal for the new Irish Free State. This was when the Arts were also
celebrated as part of the Olympic festival (Figure 1).
The race is one of over 30 open water swims organised by different Leinster Swimming Clubs between May and
September each year. Usually two are held each weekend. These races are held at a variety of venues around Dublin Bay.
In order to qualify for the “Liffey Swim”, a swimmer must have a minimum of six races completed in the year to qualify
and more important to get a handicap. The distance of the swims varies from 1k to 3k. The ‘Liffey’ is 2.2k and usually
held at the end of the season. For a variety of reasons, the race was was held on the 3rd August in 2019. Three days after
the new stamp was issued.
The early running of the race put pressure on swimmers to get the required number of swims completed. Also, this
being the 100th anniversary of the running, many more people wanted to swim in the event than there was room (for safety
reasons the number of competitors is confined to 375). With such enthusiasm to participate, the swim was first opened to
those with 12 or more swims completed. I got in when the number dropped to nine (Figure 2)
The stamp was issued on the 1st of August, the same day that the swim caps and handicaps were given out, thus
saving me two trips to Dublin. I had designed and printed a special card to carry in the race. It would be possible to carry
more cards than envelopes. I put 14 of the new stamps on cards. The staff member behind the philatelic counter in the GPO
was very helpful. He arranged for the special First Day of Issue (FDI) handstamp to be applied and I could collect them
later that day. While waiting, I decided to walk to the Post Office on Upper Batcher’s Quay, one of two Post Offices that
overlook the Liffey, and which the swimmers pass during the race. There I got some of my covers cancelled, again by a
very helpful Post Office official behind the counter. She let me use her handstamp. Later when I collected my covers from
the GPO. I was delighted to see a swimmer depicted in the FDI mark.
In the evening I went to pick up my swim cap and
I had cap number 129 and a handicap of 3 minutes
30 seconds. This meant I was the 129th person into
the water, 90 seconds after the first person. I was
satisfied and I knew at that time I was not going to
win. But as Baron de Coubertin, father of the
modern Olympic Games said it’s not the winning
that counts but taking part (editor: sorry Anthony
but it is the winning that counts).
The day before the swim I went down to my local
butcher and he vacuumed packed two packets, 16
in each pack and that evening I went to the local
lake and swam 1500m with one of the packs tucked
into my togs to make sure that there were no leaks.

Figure 2: The author just before the race with
Watlon’s St. Bridge in background

The big day dawned and a fellow Open Water Swimmer from my own club, Mullingar Jets, Caroline Duffy, and I
set off to Dublin. The men’s race was to begin at 12.00 o’clock and the women’s at 1.00. We arrived at Watlon’s St. Bridge,
the start, in plenty of time. The usual banter was taking place. I had a five Euro bet with a friend that I would beat him. Just
after noon the Dublin Lord Mayor, Paul McAuliffe, started the race. I dived
off the platoon at my allocated time with the two packets tucked into my
togs (Figures 3 and 4). After swimming under 11 bridges, including the
long and dark O’Connell Bridge, past many of Dublin’s important
buildings such as The Four Courts I climbed up the Customs House steps
46 minutes 42 seconds later. There I was presented with my participant’s
medal (Figure 5). On the way I passed out 110 swimmers and was passed
by 99. I was fourth in the over 60s section. My official place was 111,
foreign swimmers do not count in the official race, and hence the maths
does not make sense. As usual it was an exhilarating race. The only
drawback being a foul cramp I suffered in my left leg about 200m to go.
That’s my excuse for not winning the race. The crowds looking down
from the quays were as big and loud as usual. It is a view of the city that
very few are privileged to see. After a couple of big mouthfuls of whiskey,
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for decontamination purposes, I got dressed and set off for the GPO.
J. B. Yates 1924 Olympic Silver medal
Once again, a very helpful member of the GPO staff cancelled the additional stamps on my postcards giving me
his handstamp so apply to the cards. I now had 32 special covers, some cancelled on the First Day of Issue and again on the
day of the swim. I also applied a special mark which states that the cards were carried by me during the race.
Later we
adjourned to Mulligan’s Pub in Poolbeg St. for the usual post-race pint or five or six and the telling of tall tales about the
race, including the one about passing out the Lough Ness Monster. I parted grudgingly with my five euro bet. Next year I’ll
finish ahead of my friend.
For the record the men’s race was won by 15 year old Mark Hanley with a handicap 10 min. in a time of 25 min.
29 sec. The fastest man over the distance was from North Dublin Swimming Club. The women’s race won by Donnach
O’Siadhail, 31min. 34 sec. she was in 43rd place on a handicap of 17 minutes.
Two small packets were carried containing a total of 32 covers. Fourteen of the covers (numbered 1 to 14) had two
stamps attached; one cancelled with the special First Day of Issue postmark; the second stamp was cancelled at the GPO
on the day of swim (3 August 2019) (Figure 6). Two of the remaining 18 items were postcards from The National Gallery
of Ireland depicting the Jack B. Yates painting, and were cancelled on the day of the swim (Figure 7)
One cover is particularly special to me because I had it autographed by the two winners, the president of Swim Ireland
(Declan Harte) and the handicapper, Colum O’Neill (Figure 8).
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Figure 4
The start of the 2019 race, Anthony is second from right on the
green pontoon.
The 101st version of the swim was held this year (last year’s swim
being cancelled due to Covid) and Anthony came in 7 th,
to his and many others surprise.
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Figure 8: Cover cancelled with the First Day of Issue postmark; the Day of the Swim Self Inking Handstamp,
and autographed by the two winners, the president of Swim Ireland (Declan Harte) and the handicapper, Colum O’Neill

End Note: This year’s winners received a specially commissioned medal designed by Robert Ballagha,
who has designed many Irish stamps. The medal depicts Anna Livia, whose bust is found adorning the
Customs House in Dublin along the River Liffey

