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Club competitions have been run on a bandicap basis since 1870 to encourage swimmers of all ages and 
abilities to take pan. The Average Tropby has been awarded annually since 1911 to the swimmer gaining 

the highest number of place points in the season. 



Houseboat 'Dabchick' at Shiplake, probably about /905 
J.W. Cunningbam in middle standing top deck. G.H. Rope second from right, lower deck. 

T.G. Batt hanging on, lower left. 



A HISTORY OF THE 

OTIER SWIMMING CLUB 

FORWARD 

nus booklet outlines the history of Otter 
Swimming Club, its activities, and many of its 
personalities. For the first 100 years the editor 
is indebted to the late Dr. Carmichael A. 
Young, who wrote the history for the 
Centenary in 1969. He collated a massive 
amount of detail and, although much of it has 
had to be omitted from this later history for 
reasons of space, the editor has relied heavily 
on his pioneering work. nus later edition 
would have been a far more arduous task if it 
had not been for Young's careful research and 
editing in the 1960s. 

In his foreword, Young wrote tha t the 
spirit of the Club was "quite intangible and 
indefinable" but he hoped the reader would 
glean some hint of "the fellowship and 
camaraderie which have cemented the 
members together over such a long period and 
enabled the Club to remain in being". Otter 
has changed dramatically since he wrote those 
words but this spirit has proved particularly 
invaluable since 1969. In the last 25 years 
there has been a decline of the Club in top­
class swimming and water-polo. For many 
years until the 1970s the membership had 
included a host of current internationals and 
Olympic competitors. However, this decline 
has been offset by the success of Masters 
swimming, which Otter introduced to Britain 
and in which it has remained amongst the 
premier clubs in England. There has also been 
the growth of popularity of multi-sports 
activities among members, the admission of 
women, so strengthening the base of the Club, 
and the high numbers who attend regular 
training sessions. The difficulties of getting 
pool time during these 25 years and the fact 
that Otter has frequently changed its venues, 
so militating against attracting a regular flow 
of younger members, have also been 
surmounted. 

Your editor apologises in advance for 
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inaccuracies, omissions and, inevitably, facts 
and people have been missed. However, he is 
indebted to many members and former members 
who have contributed details of the last 25 
years, particularly John Iliffe, the President in 
our 125th year, and James Stewart, the Club's 
Honorary Secretary, who have kept the minute 
books and annual reports. These have formed 
an accurate document of events. The Club must 
be particularly grateful not only to its present 
officers but also to their predecessors, who 
have earned the gratitude of generations of 
members for their service to the Club, often in 
difficult circumstances. This continuity of the 
Club's traditional activities may arise partly 
from the remarkable fact that, following three 
Presidents in 1869-1871, there were only three 
more elected to the Otter chair over the next 
eighty years from 1871 to 1951. Many of the 
sporting and social features of the Club stretch 
back generations and give the present member a 
genuine sense of continuity with the past. 

FOUNDA nON OF THE CLUB 

Otter began, like so many English sports 
clubs, in the late 19th century when many 
activities began to be codified. Although 
swimming has been a human accomplishment 
for thousands of years it did not rank as an 
organised sport until the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. 

Swimming clubs in general are not of great 
antiquity and one cannot claim that Otter, 
founded in 1869, is the oldest. In the south, 
Brighton S.c. (1860) and the Serpentine Club 
(1864) have well-founded claims to seniori ty. 
In the north, the Durham City and North­
umberland amateur swimming clubs have 
records dating back to 1861. It may be that the 
Cambridge University S.c. was founded in 
1855, when the university bathing sheds on the 
Cam were built, but there are no archives to 
show whether there was continuous existence. 
Swimming clubs associated with schools or 
universities may indeed have existed even 
earlier . 

The names of countless organisations are to 
be found in the o ld records of championship 
races but only a tiny fraction of these names 
survive. Amongst these survivors is Otter S.c. 
Names associated with the Swimming 



Association of Great Britain (1874-1885) and 
its predecessor the Metropolitan Swimming 
Association (1869-1873) were Zephyr, German 
Gymnasium, North London, South London, 
Sou th-East London, Regent, St.John's Wood, 
Alliance, Camden, Putney, Natio nal, East 
London, Albert, Dreadnought, Lancaster, Hex, 
Portsmouth, Amateur and Liverpool. 

A fairly comprehens ive history of the 
Otter S.c. appeared in the columns of The 
Sportsman on 25th January 1911, just prior to 
the Club dinner to celebrate the 21 years of 
George Rope's preSidency. This gave a large 
number of details of Otter members from its 
foundation, and quotations from this article are 
set out below, with apologies to the unnamed 
contributor. The Club's minute book for that 
era has not, unfortunately, survived. 

"It was at a meeting held in the Board Room of the 
Marylebonc Baths on 6th August 1869 that it 
was decided to form a club, to be known as the 
'Leander S.C:. 

Present at that gathering were Messrs. E.5. Foot 
(Superintendent of Marylcbone Baths), Walter 
Terriss (better known in latcr years as William 
Terriss, the fine actor who was stabbed to death 
outside the Adelphi stage-door in December 
1897), c.A. Mills, B.E. Green, lH. Cocks, H. 
Mitchell, Dr. Staples (who subsequently became 
its President), H. Hand, W.J. Peach, M.A. Smale, L 
Pomeroy Dodge and a few others. It decided that 
the dub should be run on the lines of the flex - a 
bOOy of swimmers mainly composed of members of 
the chief amateur rowing clubs - and that Foot be 
Presidcnt, Terriss Han. Treasurer and Mills Han. 
Secretary." 

At the end of the minutes we find the 
signature of Walter Terriss. On 5th November 
1869 it came as a surprise to the members that 
another Leander Club had been in existence for 
two years, which necessitated the changing of 
the Club's name. 'Otter' and 'Marylebone' 
were suggested, but the final selection was left 
to the general body of members. This matter 
was settled on 4th February 1870, when 'Otter' 
was chosen, and the motto altered to Ulbor ipse 
voluptas - work itself is a pleasure. 

The first written report of the Club in 
municipal records had appeared before the 
change of name in the St. Marylebone Public 
Baths and Washhouses Committee minutes for 
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10th August 1869. 

'The Clerk reportL'CI that a number of young men 
using the first-<:lass swimming bath had formed a 
dub to be called the Leander Swimming Club and 
suggested it would be an encouragement to the 
dub if the Commissioners offered a prize to be 
swum for by the members. It was resolved that a 
Cup of the value of Two Guineas be presented to 
the Leander Swimming Club as a prize to be 
swum for. " 

Edward Smith Foot continued to hold office 
as Superintendent of Marylebone Baths until 
1889. 

Otter played a Significant role in the 
foundation of the Amateur Swimming 
Association (ASA). In 1869, the year the Club 
was founded , a congress was held at the 
German gymnasium in King's Cross, London. 
This gymnasium, which still exists and is now 
a listed building, was the venue in the late 
19th century for the founding of many governing 
bodies of sport, including a forerunner of the 
British Olympic Association (BOA). The 
meeting, under the preSidency of E.G. 
Ravenstein, established an association of 
London clubs under the name of the 
Metropolitan Swimming Club. One of the first 
acts was to stage a mile race in the Thames 
from Putney to Hammersmith. This was held 
until 1873 and subsequently moved to an indoor 
pool. The governing body changed its name, 
first to the London Swimming Association, then 
to the Metropolitan Swimming Association and 
finally, in 1874, to the Swimming Association 
of Great Britain (SAGB), opening membership 
to the whole country. 

The real problem of the early years was 
whether amateurs and professionals could 
compete together. On 7th April 1884 Otter 
resigned from the SAGB and together with 
eight or nine other clubs set up the Amateur 
Swimming Union (ASU) . The Badminton 
Library book on Swimming (published in 1893) 
records the feud between the two organisations 
- the SAGB and the ASU - with an individual 
risking a warning or suspension if he competed 
in events under the jurisdiction of the other. 
Eventually, under the preSidency of Henry 
Benjamin of the Cygnus Club, both sides met on 
3rd March 1886 and they resolved to establish 
the Amateur Swimming Association with a 
compromise worked out over the vexed question 



of professionals. Despite initial problems, 
particularly in 1889, when there was a revolt 
of northern swimmers, the ASA has continued 
for more than 100 years to be the governing 
body of swimming in England, with Otter being 
one of its most distinguished members. 

The Club has been in continuous operation 
since its foundation, apart from the periods of 
the two world wars. The pattern of weekly 
meetings from May to October on Tuesday 
evenings was carried on for more than a 
century. In the early records we find that a 
handicap race was held on most Tuesdays, in 
which all attending members were expected. to 
take part. The pattern was varied by open­
water races over longer distances at Shiplake, 
Brighton, Broxbourne, or in the Welsh Harp. 

In November 1942, fearful that the Club 
might dissolve in the disruptions of war, the 
President placed an advertisement in the 
personal columns of The Times:: 

Otter S.c. Jack Cunningham, 2 Bruntsfield, 9 
Roxborough Park, Harrow-on-the-Hill, would 
like to hear of - or from - members. 

In the London Evening News, Saturday 5th 
December 1942, appeared the following: 

OITER HUNTlNG 

An old member of the well-known Otter 
Swimming Club, F.C. Warrington, tells me that a 
big effort is being made by the Club to keep in 
touch with members serving in the Forces. The 
President, Jack Cunningham, holds a sort of 
reception twice a month at a hotel near St. 
George's Baths where Service and other members 
still on the active list meet to exchange news and 
views. Good hunting to the Otter officials who 
are trying to trace old members, now scattered 
throughout the world. 

The venue mentioned in the cutting was 
The Victoria in Buckingham Palace Road, the 
original meeting-place of members after the 
swimming meetings at St. George's Baths. In a 
very short time after the war the Club was 
carrying out all its usual activities and laying 
the foundation for success in the ensuing years. 

CENTENARY YEAR 

1969 was one of the most momentous and 
demanding years in the history of the Club. It 
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had been decided several years previously 
that Otter would mount a series of events to 
commemorate the occasion and a Centenary 
committee was appointed under the chair­
manship of Norman Fitzsimon, the President. 
The other members were E.N. Kimber, L.W. 
Milton, Dr C.A.Young, W.H. Lewis, O. 
Warnford-Oavis, and C. Doxat who, despite 
his relative youth compared with other 
members of the committee, was particularly 
praised by the President in his report. 
Fitzsimon wrote: "Throughout the year, his 
energy, enthusiasm and clear anticipation and 
appreciation of all the problems involved 
have been a great example to us all". 

1969 was a year when everyone had to 
work for the benefit of the Club because of the 
frequency of events, both sporting and social. 
The Centenary Banquet and Ball on 11th April 
attracted 360 people to the London Hilton 
Hotel for a memorable evening, which also 
made a profit of £367.1s.11d. 

On 6th May there was the first of the major 
galas at Shell with Otter drawing the men's 
match with Stoke Newington, a perennial 
rival in the 196Os, and Southampton winning 
the women's event. In the water-polo match 
Otter was defeated by Sutton and Cheam. 

Ten days later, there was a reception and 
cocktail party at County Hall, arranged by 
Desmond Plummer, Otter member and the 
leader of the Greater London Council. There 
followed the usual series of summer events, 
such as the inter-club galas, the open-water 
races and water-polo matches. These built up 
to the Centenary Gala on 27-28th September at 
Crystal Palace, where the 50-metre indoor 
pool, the first in London, had been opened some 
five years earlier. The competition was of 
international significance with BBC TV 
screening the two-rlay meeting and widespread 
coverage in the national press. The final points 
scores were: Otter (England) 53; Warrender 
(Scotland) 47; Schwimm .. club DUsseldorf (West 
Germany) 35, Zwemclub Scaldis (Belgium) 33, 
Vlaardingse Zwemclub (Holland) 31, Mulhouse 
Olympic Natation (France) 21. Otter beat 
Scaldis in the water-polo match and the ASA 
water-polo final was included in the gala. The 
outstanding Otter swimmer was Tony Jarvis, 
who won both the 110 yards and 440 yards 
freestyle and swam in both the freestyle and 










































































