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Big Swim Derwent 

River Marathon 
For us kids, growing up in New Norfolk in the 60s 
meant developing a healthy respect for the Derwent 
River. It looked enticing, but really was cold, dark and 
dangerous. And until we developed swimming 
competency and a tad of common sense, nervous 
parents banned us from ever entering its waters.  

 
The idyllic Derwent River at New Norfolk 

As our swimming skills improved, so did our interest 
in the river, and others could see both its 
challenges and associated potential to attract high 
performance swimmers brave enough to tackle its 
murky waters. Early pioneer swimmers prepared to 
try to navigate the waters to Hobart included Jon 
Brough and Chris Guesdon, but it was the late, 
legendary Des Renford from Maroubra SLSC who 
became the first individual to complete the distance 
on 25th January 1975 in 10h54m. 

 
Derwent River swim pioneers Chris Guesdon and 

 Des Renford (1975) 

Prior to that, in 1973 the Park Beach SLSC relay 
team of 6 swimmers rotating on 1-hour legs 
completed the swim in 7h43m. 

 
Park Beach team of Geoff Marsh, Mike Watkins, Stephen 

Godfrey, Don Marsh, Gary Everingham and Don Hallett, with 
Chris Guesdon, with a write-up from the SLSC Annual Report 

(below) 

 

Individual fastest times set in 1976 were by Dick 
Campion (9h19m) and Jennifer Anderson (9h44m). 
Current records are those set in 2021 by Brenda 
Norman (7h4m) and John van Wisse (6h49m). 

Today the Derwent River Big Swim is a 34 km 
marathon swim that starts from the New Norfolk 
Bridge and finishes at the Tasman Bridge in Hobart. 
It is considered one of the most difficult marathons 
to complete. The Derwent is a tidal river with the 
fresh water from the source and saltwater stretching 
upriver for 20kms. Varying weather patterns can be 
extreme. Southerly winds blow from the great 
Southern Ocean via Storm Bay. Water 
temperatures range from 13-15°C, yet no full body 
suits or wetsuits are allowed; only swim briefs.  
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Derwent River Big Swim course map 

The event is one of the World's Top 100 River Swims 
under the authority of the Australian Marathon 
Swimming Federation and managed by Doug 
Hughson. It is one leg of the World’s Toughest 13 
Swims and in 2020 became the River component of 
the Australian Triple Crown of Marathon Swimming 
along with: 

• Channel: 25 km Port to Pub Ultra Marathon from 
Fremantle to Rottnest, WA.  

• Ocean: 27 km Palm Beach to Shelley Beach 
Marathon Swim, NSW.  

• River: 34 km Derwent River Big Swim, Tasmania. 

 
Conditions not always kind 

Jayde conquers the Derwent 

On New Year’s Day Jayde Richardson became the 
first Derwent River Big Swim Swimmer for 2022 and 
the first female Tasmanian swimmer to complete the 
swim. 

As most previous swimmers who have completed The 
Derwent River Big Swim, Jayde and her team set out 
at 3.30am from the New Norfolk bridge with some 
peaceful calm waters.  

 
Jayde Richardson after an early departure from New Norfolk on 

New Year’s Day, 2022 

At 3.5 hrs into the swim the Bridgewater Bridge was in 
her sights. At Cadbury Point she ran into SE 15 knot 
winds. Under the Bowen Bridge and passing Self’s 
Point with a SE 20 knot wind, Jayde powered through 
and made it to the end under the Tasman Bridge with 
an official time of 8h2m.  

 
The end in sight 

Congratulations to Jayde and her support crew Heath 
Watts and Amanda Punch.  

 

MST acknowledges the contributions of Chris and Sue 
Guesdon in facilitating this event over some 50 years, 
and for maintaining historical records over this time.  

Our thanks to Megan Stronach for providing this 
article. 


