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Let’s dive in!

INTERVIEW WITH KAREN YOUNG

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, 

FAIRMOUNT WATER WORKS 

KAREN YOUNG: 
So, question number one is really about origin. We all have a 

story about how we got here, how we figured out what to do 

with our own selves. Sometimes the things that happened 

in our lives are good and sometimes not so good. So, I want 

to start off by asking what attracted you to swimming as an 

athlete, academic, activist? Was there a water-related defining 

moment that put you on your life’s path? 

MARITZA CORREIA MCCLENDON:
I first got involved with swimming because I was diagnosed 

with scoliosis. My doctor actually recommended that I either 

get involved with swimming or gymnastics, and I’ve always 

loved the water, so I started swimming lessons and by the end 

of the summer, I was like, I want to do this all the time!

 I actually started swimming when we lived in San Juan, 

Puerto Rico. So, a lot of families looked like me and there’s 

more racial diversity down there. Our family moved to the 

U.S. when I was about nine years old and when I immediately 

walked on the pool deck, it was just me and my brother 

and one or two families of color. The team was about 150 

swimmers strong, so we had quite a few participants, but for 

me and my family to be one of the few of color, it was different, 

definitely very different for us.

 Throughout my career, I’ve definitely had a couple of people 

make sideways comments about why I’m swimming because 

of the color of my skin, and wondering why I’m not dedicated 

to a predominantly Black sport, but at the end of the day, 

swimming was what I love to do. And I will say, as I moved up 

the rankings and broke barriers as the first African American 

woman to make a U.S. Olympic team, it opened my eyes and 

really introduced me to a passion and I really wanted to make 

a difference. 

 When I made the team back in 2004, approximately 70% of 

African American children didn’t know how to swim. That was 

a problem and I immediately knew I wanted to do something 

about it. So that’s how my journey started and I haven’t looked 

back since. 
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CULLEN JONES:
You started the question with how you got to your grown 

self and I’m pretty sure I’m not a grown-up yet. I feel like 

I’m still a kid. To answer your question about what got me 

on the path—at the age of five I almost drowned. I was 

actually at Dorney Park. I think many in Philadelphians 

will know of Dorney Park! My parents and I wanted to 

get on a ride. I was a very tall, slim five-year-old. As I 

was going down the ride, I flipped upside-down, and 

the important part about this story is that I was fully 

supervised with both parents and lifeguards there, yet I 

was still able to go under water and, ultimately, I had to 

be pulled out. A child can develop brain damage after 

being under water for 30 seconds and I was under for 

about 35. When I woke up, the first thing out of my mouth 

was, what’s the next ride we’re getting on? After all, I 

was at a water park and I was a five-year-old kid. It didn’t 

phase me, but I would’ve hated to be my dad that night. 

He had talked my mom into it and they kind of made the 

decision for me. They said never again, you’re going to 

start swimming lessons. It was rough in the beginning. 

It didn’t hit me that day. It hit me the first time that I had 

to go to an organized swim lesson. I was terrified! I went 

through five different teachers before I started feeling 

comfortable.

 Coach Brad, I’ll never forget his name, made me feel 

comfortable around the water again and after that lesson, 

it was like, okay, I like this, this is fun. And much like 

Maritza, I grew up in the New Jersey-New York area, and 

it’s a melting pot. So, I swam on the newer swimmers 

team. Most of the swimmers looked like me, talked like 

me and lived around where I was from. So I didn’t have 

the big culture shock until I was 15 and started swimming 

for a Jewish community center. That’s when I was the 

first and only Black swimmer to swim for that club. And 

it still hits me to this day when I go on the deck and I see 

the lack of diversity in swimming. That’s why I know that 

there’s going to be a change.

 When I look at my family, I have family members that 

say, you know us and that water, we don’t do that. I know 

that there’s a need for change. And in 2008 I was blessed 

enough to be an Olympian, and I was blessed enough to 

earn a world record. And a friend of mine says, do you 

know what you did for the sport of swimming? And I had 

no idea what he meant, but it wasn’t until I came back and 

I had my friends come back to me and say, yeah, that’s 

amazing what you do, but you know, I don’t touch the 

water, I don’t do that. That’s when you know there’s got 

be a change.

KY: 
Yeah, yeah. I was nine and went on vacation with my 

family and almost drowned—a similar story to yours, 

Cullen. I could swim, we grew up swimming. We were 

the Black family that could swim. When we go on 

vacation, I get on one of these slides, and I’m showing 

off as my aunts are watching, and I almost drowned! I 

was underwater for probably 40 seconds and I was never 

able to swim again after that. I tried, I had teacher after 

teacher, I went to those classes for adults-who-almost-

drowned, but I cannot do it.

KY:
Question number two and I’m going to ask Mr. Jones 

to respond first. And this is about community and 

community spaces and the value they can have in our 

lives if we’re allowed to access those spaces. So the 

question is, regarding our public pools and the act of 

swimming, is access important to the health of an 

individual, a community, a culture? If yes, how so and why?

CJ:
Maritza and I both do a lot of work with teaching kids 

how to swim. And every time we are with a group of 

kids, I ask the same question, how many of you would 

like to get into the water? And there’s not one hand 

that’s not raised. Once it starts getting warm, public 
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pools are the lifeblood of the summer. That’s where kids 

want to go, and it is important as parents to understand 

that when your child wants to be around water, you need 

to teach them the importance of learning how to swim. You 

wouldn’t allow your child to be in a car without a safety 

belt or go play football without pads. But a lot of parents 

allow their children to be near water without having 

safety and swimming lessons to be safer around the water.

CJ:
So when you talk about community pools, again, it’s the 

lifeblood. For myself, I used to ride three buses just to get 

into the pool during the summer, because I knew my friends 

were going to be there. So I’ve done work with lobbying on 

Capitol Hill and talking about the importance of learning to 

swim, at the same time where there were people talking about 

how we need to close pools, and I think that’s the wrong way 

of looking at this.

 Kids are going to get in the water no matter what. We 

can’t change the fact that kids are going to want to get near 

community pools and that’s where they’re going to start 

to learn and take lessons. If you want to lobby something, 

lobby for swim lessons, lobby to teach our children to be safe 

around the water, rather than trying to shut down these pools 

because these kids are going to get in your water. And the only 

thing is, parents and guardians and friends of these children 

understand, the only way we can save their lives is to teach 

them how to be safer on the water, and then they can take 

notes on my career path and try to become Olympians!

KY: 
Yes, kids really look up to the both of you, are inspired by 

all that you have both accomplished. Thank you for that.  

Mrs. McClendon?

MCM:
I echo everything Cullen said. I think public pools are a major 

component and it brings so much joy to everybody. You walk 

into a public pool and all you hear are the screams left and 

right and splashing. Everybody’s having a good time, but 

like Cullen said, we’ve got to make sure that everybody’s 

safe in and around the water. And I would even take it a little 

bit further to say, too, that we definitely want to make sure 
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CJ:
Even if we have to take three buses or put a tarp in a 

truck, which is why it’s so important that we get our kids 

and our adults to learn to swim, because that draw does 

not go away. It only gets worse when it gets warmer, so 

we need to make sure everyone learns how to swim.

 When it comes to exclusion I’ve put a lot of thought 

into this, and we can talk about the history and I’m sure 

we will talk about some of the history of exclusion when 

it comes to Black Americans. For us, as Maritza said, 

having that space to be able to learn to swim, having 

that space to be able to practice wellness. If your joints 

are hurting, the first thing we tell our patients to do is 

to go into the water. It’s a community building asset and 

it’s vital for good health. Like Maritza said, we’d love to 

have a pool in every community. But when you talk about 

exclusion, it is a deep, deep problem for Black Americans. 

And it’s so deep that we actually believe that we (people 

of color) don’t swim—Black folks don’t do that. No, no, 

no, no, no, no, no, no.

 And it started back from slavery days. Bruce Wigo, 

who was the head of the International Swimming Hall 

of Fame, invited me down there in 2008. He showed 

me a book about slaves when they first came to the 

US, actual beautiful pictures of slaves in the water, 

trying to swim, just swimming as a pastime. And 

as you read on some of the passages, the slaves 

were being beaten and told that they don’t swim, 

told not to swim because the thought process was, 

if they know how to swim, they may swim away.

 So that mantra has been put into our heads so much 

that you’re telling me in the year 2021, I can still go to 

a family member and say to them, hey, you want to go 

swimming? Oh no, well, you know we don’t do that. That’s 

still going on in our minds and that’s why we need to 

change it. That’s why it’s so important to have a fixture in 

the community, like a pool to have lessons, to have those 

lifeguards so that we can break this narrative.

KY: 
That’s very powerful. Here is where I’d like to discuss 

the disparity between Black and white children, and 

we all know that gap is pretty wide. So according to the 

CDC, Black Americans are less than half as likely to know 

how to swim as white Americans and Black children are 

about six times more likely to drown than white children 

are. This is a significant disparity in both swimming and 

drowning rates across social lines. What do you think it’ll 

take? What do you think it’ll take to correct that disparity? 

CJ:
I think we need to take a holistic view. I think we have to 

hit this issue from every angle we possibly can, and as 

leaders in our sport, I think we are doing as much as we 

can to do that. Working with our national governing body, 

trying to be the beacons that they look up to. I remember 

in the early 2000s, because of Tiger Woods, I picked up a 

golf club. I wasn’t very good, but I was interested. Venus 

and Serena Williams influenced tennis in that way, and it 

inspired me to pick up a racket too. I wasn’t very good 

at that either, but I saw them doing it and I wanted to 

do it too. And I think as pillars in our community we 

are actively trying to do that as role models. Of course, 

people like Simone Manuel, Shane Casas, Lia Neal—I can 

keep going—are influential in this way, as well.

 Now we have so many Black American swimmers that 

are really showing that this is something that we can do. 

From that perspective we’re doing really well. But we 

need to get to the grassroots. Now that you’ve learned to 

swim, now we’re going to put you on a team. Now we’re 

going to teach that team to go from that youth team to 

the high school team, from that high school to college, 

from that college to a professional. There’s that road 

that needs to be illuminated for this next generation to 

understand that there is a future in swimming.

 And for those older adults who could be in Masters 

Swimming, my mother included, they need to learn how 

CULLEN JONES AND MARITZA CORREIA MCCLENDON | 25

our kids know how to swim, but we also want to make 

sure the adults know how to swim as well. Because the 

worst thing that can happen is, and I’ve said this in 

many of my talks before, if you’re a parent who doesn’t 

know how to swim and you’re watching a child who’s 

playing in the water, and who unfortunately gets into 

some trouble and needs help, what are you going to 

do? What if there’s nobody around? As a parent who 

doesn’t know how to swim, are you going to sit there 

and watch your child drown? We don’t want that. And 

then we also don’t want you jumping in because that 

could be two drowning victims right there. So we want 

to make sure that we know everybody in the entire family 

knows how. It’s a family activity to go to the public pool. 

It should be a family activity to learn how to swim.

KY: 
So the next question is almost the inverse of it. So what 

is the impact on an individual or community culture if 

excluded from swimming?

MCM:
When you think about a lot of our Black communities 

and you hear about pools being shut down, a lot of our 

Black members don’t even have pools. I grew up in a 

neighborhood where we didn’t have a pool anywhere 

nearby. My parents had to drive me to go to a pool. My 

husband talks about how he did the same thing Cullen 

did, would hop on the bus, on several buses just to get 

to the YMCA so that he could go to a pool. It would be 

awesome if every community had pool access because 

it’s so important to learn to swim.

 We also need to make sure everybody knows how 

to swim once there’s that public pool. And then when 

you think about swimming, there are so many benefits, 

especially health and wellness benefits. Maybe you have 

joints that can’t handle running. Water is like the next 

best thing—to hop in and have a little less stress and 

impact on your joints. It’s a lifetime skill that everybody 

should know. Swimming can also open the door to jobs 

like being a lifeguard. There are just so many benefits 

to having a pool in your neighborhood or having public 

access to pools—and to have it excluded means you’re 

missing out. You’re missing out on so many good 

opportunities to get a college scholarship, to get a job 

at a young age, to be safe in and around the water, to 

be active in the water. There are so many benefits when 

it comes to thinking about what pools can bring to 

individuals, to communities. I’d love it if we had one in 

every single location possible. It would be great.

KY: 
Yeah. Maybe we need to bring back the old Poolmobile 

that they had in New York. They would drive around 

this Poolmobile and bring pools into neighborhood 

communities. Have you heard about that?

MCM:
I have not heard about that. But I’ll tell you really quick, 

my dad in Puerto Rico, we had a truck and we actually 

used that as a pool. We’d take the back of it and put a tarp 

inside and fill it with water just so that we could play in 

the water. Like, it was our little pool.

CJ:
Innovative. Innovative, yes!

MCM:
Hey, when you ain’t got a ride, you got to get creative.

CJ:
You’re absolutely right.

KY: 
That’s the thing I love about our people. We always find 

a way to do the things that we want to do.
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to swim as well. And they need to break this narrative 

because we can teach our children. When our parents 

don’t know, our children don’t know how to swim. 

There’s 88% chance that the child will not know how to 

swim if their parent does not swim. So as a holistic view, 

we need to hit it from grassroots. We need to hit it from 

the competitive side, not necessarily meaning that they 

have to go to the Olympics.

MCM:
I think Cullen hit the nail on the head. The things that 

we’re doing now, we need to continue if we are to correct 

that disparity. There’s still a lot of work to be done. In 

2004, the numbers were 70% of Black children didn’t 

know how to swim. Here we are in 2021, now it’s 64%. 

And a lot of people are like, oh, that’s only 6%, but that 

translates to millions of kids who now know how to swim, 

who would not have even thought of this as something 

they would need or want to do.

 So the things that we’re doing are working where, like 

Cullen said, we’re out in front of everybody showing that 

representation matters there. We’re showing the success 

track, but we’re also involved with the grassroots level of 

making sure that we’re not just on TV saying you need to 

learn how to swim. We’re in the water in our communities 

saying, let’s learn how to swim, and I’m going to teach 

you some tips, I’m going to get you in the water. Beyond 

that, we’re working with the local states and colleges and 

high schools, and really having them be the vehicle to 

continue that education.

 Our goal is definitely to continue to reduce those 

drowning statistics, especially since they hit our 

communities so hard. There’s definitely something that 

needs to be done and like Cullen said, it’s not just kids, 

we’ve got to get everybody involved. We’ve got to make 

sure that this continues to be part of the conversation for 

every single family, every single Black family.

CJ:
I noticed you didn’t use the word Masters. Is that just 

going to be me?

MCM:
I am not using master, don’t play me.

KY: 
I want to discuss how you see swimming in public pools 

in relation to the ongoing civil rights movement? How 

have things changed in your lifetime, and how have they 

stayed the same?

CJ:
The year was 1963, we all have seen the image of the 

hotel owner throwing bleach in the pool while Black folks 

are in the pool, because they think that Black people in 

the pool will make it dirty. Not two years ago, there was a 

Marriott where the owner of the Marriott did, essentially, 

but without the bleach, the same thing by kicking out 

Black teens, because he felt that they were being rowdy 

and that they were unclean. It’s still a problem and when 

we talk about awareness, it was something that obviously 

was covered on the news, but it’s something that people 

probably don’t still remember.

 We are still fighting this fight and it hits home for both 

Maritza and I, because this is our fight personally. This 

is something that we have taken on intimately within our 
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sport of trying to be pillars, to try to fight against this 

and to see stories that like knock us back to one of the 

moments, pivotal moments that started the civil rights 

movement, this image of this owner throwing bleach into 

a pool, and we’re still seeing it in 2018. It’s a gentle and 

not so gentle reminder that we still have a lot of growth 

ahead. As Maritza said, the numbers [of Black kids who 

can’t swim] dropped 6%. I know when we started out, 

we probably were sitting back, I know I was. There’s no 

way we’re going to see this number drop in our lifetime, 

but to see it, to actually see movement in that direction 

is impact. We have to celebrate those little wins because 

we keep finding these gentle reminders and not so gentle 

reminders that there’s still so much work to be done  

on both sides.

MCM:
Yeah, and I even think about like some of the stories 

that I’ve heard from swim coaches, even. They’re getting 

discriminated against on the pool deck. Some people are 

questioning them, oh, you’re a swim coach? I actually have 

an example of one of my son’s coaching friends here in 

Atlanta, when we were at a major meet at Georgia Tech. 

She was on the pool deck with her swimmers dressed like a 

typical coach, polo shirt, khakis. And some lady came up to 

her and said, “Oh, the nannies stand up there.” Like, that’s 

crazy and this happened just two years ago. It’s crazy that 

stuff like this still continues to happen! And like Cullen said, 

it is a reminder that we still have a long way to go.

 Even in competitive swim, I can’t tell you how many 

countless stories both Cullen and I have been a part of, 

and when we continue to hear about this from others and 

other coaches, we know a lot of work still has to be done. 

But, I think what’s going on now is that I think people are 

finally willing to listen to those stories. I know for when 

I was swimming coming up the ranks, if I swam great, 

everybody was super excited, but the minute I had like 

one bad race, that was like, oh, Maritza, is this going to just 

fall off at this point, versus a white swimmer, who would 

have just had a bad swim. They would be treated like, it’s 

okay, we’ll figure out what work needs to be done.

 By contrast, I would just sit there and head back to 

the pool, work really hard and make sure my next swim 

was on point. So I think there’s this level of, for so many 

years, we’ve had to be perfect. Now we’re able to share 

the stories that have happened to us. We’re able to relate 

a little bit more. We have a stronger voice and Cullen and 

myself, Simone, Lia, where we’re all at the forefront, being 

that beacon to continue to move that needle forward, 

and making swimming a more inclusive sport from the 

ground up.

KY: 
I’m not surprised, yet I’m still surprised. When you hear 

current day stories, and stories from two, three years 

ago, it’s as if we’re doing a lot of the hard work, but a lot of 

hard work has to still happen. In accepting those stories, 

as you intimated, Maritza, like we’ve held the stories and 

we know the stories, and now people are starting to listen 

to the stories in a lot of different landscapes. In general, 

you’re starting to hear more of the social justice issues. 

For me, environmental justice issues come to mind. 

People are starting to listen, and I’m hoping that we can 

build on it with this exhibition. 

 What stands out most for you when reflecting on  

the history of swimming? Is it a story about structural 

racism and exclusion, social class, elitism, or water and 

social justice? 

MCM:
When you think about the history of swimming, Black 

people have known how to swim for years, we’ve always 

been able to know how to swim. But there’s been many 

points along that have taught us like, oh no, no, we need 

to stay away from the water. No, we’re not allowed to go 

to the water, we’re not allowed to be in a pool. We only 

can swim in the shallow end, there’s just a lot of that.

 And then when you think about the social class, 

you typically think about those underrepresented 

communities as, like, the poor Black communities who 

don’t have access to the pool. Like, that’s not the case, 

everybody can learn how to swim. We just need to 

provide the right tools, give everybody access and get 

those things in place. When you think about reflecting 

back on the history of swimming, there’s just so much 

that has happened and continues to happen, that I don’t 

WHEN YOU HEAR CURRENT DAY STORIES, 
AND STORIES FROM TWO, THREE YEARS AGO, 

IT’S AS IF WE’RE DOING A LOT OF THE 
HARD WORK, BUT A LOT OF HARD WORK 

HAS TO STILL HAPPEN.
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know if there’s really any one moment that we can reflect 

on that’s most important. I think it’s all very important 

to be part of the story, of the journey that we’re on right 

now that make things different and makes it better for 

the next generation, for the kids that are going to be born 

today. We want it to be way better than what we had to go 

through, what our ancestors had to go through.

CJ:
Yeah, absolutely. I think it’s interesting. The question is 

like, what should we focus on? And to Maritza’s point, 

I think it’s all of those issues. You have the structural 

racism that leads to the exclusion of Black Americans, 

which leads into the elitism, which makes it more focused 

on a white dominated sport, which keeps us away from 

the water. Now we have these recent moments of social 

justice. And as Maritza ended her comment, which was 

perfect to kind of tee this up for that next generation. The 

next generation gives us so much hope because of how 

they stood up after George Floyd was killed. So as pillars 

in the sport, it is our job to make it so that when they are 

sitting in this seat, they don’t have to stand for the issues 

we are. The social justice piece is on us to make it so that 

they don’t have to deal with all of these other pieces. 

 It’s kind of hard to focus on one moment. But I think the 

pivotal moment right now, and I hate that word because 

it’s overused, but the moment right now is to make that 

shift while people are listening to our stories. While we 

have the mic, young folks especially are listening and 

saying like wait, gender, race, environment, these are 

important issues. When in the past, so many people 

weren’t telling that story. We weren’t telling that story, 

we were quiet. This next generation wants to hear it and 

wants to change it. So it’s our job to stand up and, at 

this moment, before those stories are lost, to tell those 

stories to this next generation.

MCM:
And I think that’s the key thing that Cullen just said, this 

generation is ready to change. They’re very interested 

in hearing our stories and what has been going on. And 

some of them aren’t even part of the story, but they’re 

also wanting to say, okay, here’s what’s happened, here’s 

what’s happening, here’s what I’m going to do to make it 

better—like what that little girl or that little boy that is 

born today is going to do, to be in a better place than we 

are. And it’s not just the Black people that have to make 

the change. Everybody needs to get their hands dirty 

and get moving.

KY: 
Absolutely. These last two questions are like looking out 

into the future. In an ideal world in the future, what role 

will public pools play in civic and community life?

CJ:
So kind of go back to what we were saying before. I still 

feel like the pool is such a life, it’s the lifeblood of the 

summer. It’s the lifeblood for so many kids. They love to 

get near the pool, if their community has a pool. I know 

that when you look at the suburbs, many of them have 

the pools. And when we look at a lot of the other races 

that naturally teach their children to swim, where Black 

Americans don’t do that, swimming is a very big piece. 

There’s swimming leagues, there’s all of these things that 

their kids, their parents think immediately, hey, go to 

swim, go to swim, go to swim. For Black Americans many 

times that’s not the case, it’s go play ball, go play football, 

etc. So the communities that do not have pools, it is so 

important that guardians and parents make it a mission 

to have their children learn to swim because those 

children will get near a body of water at some point. 

And unfortunately in our role, Maritza and I, as pillars in 

this sport, have unfortunately had to hear those terrible 

stories of children who have lost their lives because their 

parents thought, oh, no, they’ll just stay on the shallow 

end. That’s not always what happens.

 So if you are in a community that doesn’t have a pool, 

parents, guardians, teach your children to swim. If you 

are blessed to have a pool in your area, you still need 

to get your kids to learn to swim and make sure that 

you teach them the importance of being safe around 

the water. Because again, it is the lifeblood of many 

communities—Black, Latino, Asian, doesn’t matter. Kids 

like getting near the water, so it is our job to teach them 

to learn to swim.



CULLEN JONES AND MARITZA CORREIA MCCLENDON | 31

 The future of community pools is no different than 

what it was in the past. Except now we need to really 

double down our efforts because we are starting to see, 

as Maritza said, those numbers starting to dip down. 

This is not the time to let up. It’s time to build upon this 

momentum, to get these kids to learn to swim.

MCM:
To add to that, I would just say in an ideal world, in the 

future, I would love to walk on a pool deck and see a 

melting pot of everybody enjoying the pool, having a 

good time. And nobody looking to the side and being 

like, who’s this little Black girl that just walked on the 

pool deck, can she swim? None of those questions should 

be coming up. It should be like, all right, come on, join 

us, we’re having so much fun over here, why don’t you 

come in?

 Public pools can be that beacon to bring a community 

together, no matter what you look like, where you’re from. 

To Cullen’s point, no matter what community you live 

in, bring somebody in. You might be in a more affluent 

community, go bring all your friends from all over the 

place and have them come enjoy the freshness of cool 

pool water on a hot summer day.

CJ:
I mean, that’s what got us, right?

MCM:
Exactly right. Exactly. I don’t like to sweat, so swimming 

was for me.

KY: 
Circling back to the beginning of our conversation, 

Maritza, it was recommended that you go to swimming 

because you had scoliosis. So my last question about an 

ideal world in the future, what role will water education 

play in life safety and public health?

MCM:
I’m going to start out with saying, swimming is the only 

sport that is also a life-saving skill. So when you think 

about water education, you need to learn how to be 

safe in and around the water, and it also can lead to all 

these health benefits of a stronger heart. I’m going to 

tell you, when you think about the college kids and the 

teams that are encompassed by the athletic association 

for colleges, the swim teams tend to have the highest 

grade point averages on campus. Yes, I was part of one 

at Georgia, Cullen was at NC State. I’m telling you, there’s 

just something about swimming that can really develop 

a person’s life skills that will go beyond the water. I use 

those skills today. I learned how to be determined, be 

organized, to multitask, so I can do a million different 

things all at once right now. I’m a mom. I’m a corporate 

working woman. I’m a wife. I continue to be an advocate 

and a pillar for water safety and swimming. And I’m able 

to do all of that because this is the opportunity that 

water has brought. My life became such a major vehicle. 

I had no idea swimming would have such an impact on 

my life. I got introduced to water because of a medical 

remedy and it turned into something that’s going to be a 

part of my life forever, and I hope that it will be passed 

down to my kids as well.

CJ:
I mean, it’s hard to go after that. So here’s where I’ll go, 

I’ll hit it from a slightly different side, because everything 

that Maritza said is absolutely right. And I think what’s 

cool about what she said is I feel the same way as a father, 

as a businessman, as a husband, as all of the above. That 

ability to multitask and be able to feel cool, calm and 

collected during doing it all, that came from swimming.

 But I think when we talk about swimming, and we’ve 

talked about race quite a bit in this conversation, it’s 

important to bring up other places. Like Australia for 

example, where swimming is a national pastime for 

people living there. To not know how to swim is like 

to not know how to drive here. I want that to settle in. 

Because when you start looking at our numbers, nearly 

10 people drown a day in the U.S. It’s the second leading 

cause of accidental death under the age of 14 for children 

next to car crashes.

 We typically don’t see those numbers. We don’t think 

about those numbers, but that is what we need to change. 

And it’s not just by race; that stat includes everybody. 

That’s a U.S. statistic that we need to change. Now, when 

you talk about religion, I said that I swam for a Jewish 

community center. In the Jewish faith, to be a good 

parent, you have to learn, and teach your children how 

to walk, to talk and to swim. So we need to change the 

narrative when we talk about education in our culture, in 

Black American culture, to understand that to be a good 

guardian, learning to swim needs to be a part of that rule. 

Learning to swim needs to be built into our education. 

We need to have our kids exposed to the water and have 

positive experiences around the water. They don’t have to 

be Maritza Correia. They don’t have to go to that level, but 

they need to be safer around the water. And I challenge 

all parents and guardians to add—please, please, 

please—add water safety and swim lessons to your 

development, your development of your children, or your 

development of that niece, or nephew, or child. It’s vital 

to add that to the education of our people, in our culture.

KY: 
Yes! Excellent, both of you. Is there anything that you 

really want to share with our audience, when we get our 

exhibition together, that we didn’t touch on? 

CJ:
I would say one thing. I would say in everything that we 

do, we should highlight that we’re in a digital age and 

there’s going to be a ten-year-old that’s listening to this in 

the museum, or reading about our conversation in POOL 

magazine. They should be able to follow us on some kind 

of social media so they can see what we’re up to and 

what we’re doing, and ask us questions, because we are 

very, very responsive when it comes to those types of 

things. So whether it be Lia Neal or Simone Manuel, or 

one of us on Team Black, it’s important that you follow to 

see what’s happening. I can see a child sitting there and 

being like, okay, but what do I do next? And being able to 

at least interact with us in some way via social would be 

important. So, I’m @CullenJones across all platforms and 

Maritza is @ritzyswims04 on Twitter and @ritzyswims on 

most other platforms.

KY: 
I thank you both for what you’re doing for the community 

and for this exhibition!


