
Have you ever seen a child look at a pool for the first time? 

No? Well, it is the subtlest magic. Their eyes widen, frozen 

in a soft gaze, and, for a brief moment in time, they simply 

can’t look away. Can you remember the first time you looked 

at a large body of water? Did your heart quicken? Did you 

squeeze the hand you were holding a bit tighter? It feels like 

someone you’ve forgotten is reminding you that you’ve met 

before. There’s something ancient about our connection to 

water, and it is the most obvious fact, yet one of our greatest 

mysteries. Evolutionarily, we all, literally, come from water. 

Civilizations have been defined by great bodies of water, and 

for hundreds of years, wars have been fought, laws have been 

written and stories have been told about this simple, tasteless 

and formless substance without which we couldn’t survive. 

 We are inextricably bound to water, bodies of water, and 

pools are the tiny relatives of those larger bodies; fragments 

pooled together by our hands sustaining our connections. 

Yes, water not only supports our bodily functions, but also 

maintains our spirit. An auspicious reverence for water in 

every human culture permeates the most precious aspects of 

our human experience, from the birthing of children, to the 

sacrament of baptism, to the ritual washing of bodies passed. 

 Water impacts human life on such a magnificent scale that 

it is codified into our understanding of the world. Water is not 

only our biological source of life, but also an eternal human 

symbol. In art, water is a moody Gemini, at times representing 

peace and tranquility, and in other moments representing a 

foreboding danger. In literature, it represents transformation, 

allowing us to more fully understand the journey of the 

protagonist once she emerges from it. 

 My first encounter with a body of water was transformative 

as well. As a young child, I ran and jumped into a river without 

knowing how to swim. Struggling to stay afloat, I went under, 

surrendering to the swiftness of the river’s current. Luckily for 

me, I was saved by my father, Sabir Sr., who was a swimmer. 

Growing up, my father was not allowed to swim in the public 
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pool of his small, segregated Louisiana town, so he 

learned to swim in ponds and swimming holes. 

 On the other hand, my mother, Jessica, who grew up in 

College Park, a small city south of Atlanta, never learned 

to swim as a child. Had my father not been there that day, 

it is highly likely that both my mother and I would have 

drowned, because she would have undoubtedly tried to 

save me and failed. It is an unfortunate fact that children 

and families around the world drown nearly every day. 

Our unbridled human attraction to water requires 

guardrails; knowledge. We need water but we must 

learn to swim, and it is this body of knowledge that 

would dictate the course of my life. 

 After nearly drowning, my parents set out to make 

sure that wouldn’t ever happen again, and signed me 

up for swimming lessons at Pittman Park Pool in the 

Pittsburgh neighborhood of Atlanta. Pittsburgh, named 

for its similarities to the city in Pennsylvania, was one 

of Atlanta’s Black working class neighborhoods that saw 

precipitous economic decline after desegregation due to 

a lack of investment and families seeking better housing 

and employment options. The Pittman Pool sits in the 

heart of Pittsburgh, and it is the largest outdoor pool in 

the city of Atlanta. It is Olympic sized; 50 meters long and 

25 meters wide, and has a separate diving well, 20 meters 

long by 20 meters wide and 12 feet deep, with four diving 

boards. Pittman was the most fascinating structure I had 

ever seen, and the most water I had ever seen in one place. 

 After nearly 40 years, I can still recall the smell of the 

pool, a powerful aroma of chlorine, lotion and pool water 

drying on the hot pool deck. But it was not the smell 

that excited me. It was the sights and sounds coming 

from the other children around me. The pool deck was 

incredibly vibrant, with light-colored concrete floors 

and walls reflecting sunlight in every direction. Never 

before had I ever seen so many other Black bodies, diving 

and splashing and enjoying the sun and water. I was 

surrounded by sharks and minnows, cannonballs, jack 

knives, goggles, giggles and freestyles of every variety. 

Pittman was my first love and it captured my heart.

 Pittman was designed to accommodate hundreds 

of young bodies, and during those summers everyone 

from within a three-mile radius would go to Pittman. 

My first day at Pittman was a gauntlet of trials at every 

turn. Before I learned to swim, I had to learn the process 

of accessing the pool, which was a well-defined series 

of steps likely designed by a process engineer. First, I 

waited in line at the locker room. Second, the locker 

attendant passed me a metal basket for my belongings, 

and an elastic bracelet with a matching number made of 

brass. Then, I put my clothes into my basket, pulled up 

my swimsuit, and returned my basket full of clothes to 

the locker room attendant who would store them. Finally, 

I would shower and head down to the pool gates and form 

another line. 

 The pool gates, heavy-duty steel turnstiles, entry and 

exit, would only accommodate one person at a time. In 

a small office next to the gates was a lifeguard with a 

hand counter clicking with each turn of the turnstile. It 

was common for the pool to reach capacity, which meant 

you either waited for space to open up or reversed the 

process and came back later. 

 Despite my initial attraction to the water, and my 

inexplicable willingness to run full-speed into a river 

the previous summer, the specter of actual swimming 

lessons was too much for me at that first time. On the 

morning of my first lesson, the pool water looked too 

cold for my tiny frame, the morning dew still in place 

from the night before, and the thought of swimming in 

this vast urban ocean was a bit too daunting. So I did 

what any self respecting kid would. I tried to back out of 

the deal, negotiating an alternative plan with my mother. 

I told her we should go back home and come back later 

when it was warmer. She paid me no mind and pointed in 

the direction of my swim instructor, Ms. Lois, a beautiful, 

shapely woman with chocolate skin, a red swimsuit and 

a warm smile that radiated in every direction. Ms. Lois 

coaxed me into the pool, pulled me into her bosom and 

helped me gain the comfort I needed to begin the process 

of learning to swim. After a few more lessons, it became 

my mission to impress her with my abilities, calling on 

her and showing her how I could swim like a tiger shark. 

Little did I know those beginning lessons would propel 

me on a swimming wave that I’m still riding. 

 After learning to swim at Pittman, I spent every summer 

of my life there until I was 19 years old. At Pittman, I 

secured my first job as a locker room attendant and my 

second job as lifeguard. There was so much to enjoy 

about Pittman, the games we played, and the lifelong 

friendships we forged. But, there were also many harsh 

realities of life that were equally immersive. I witnessed 

fights, melees of those refusing to be locked outside the 

gates on hot days, and it was not uncommon to open 

the pool some days to find the body of a night venturer 

seeking thrills. Another soul absorbed by the depths. 

 My time at Pittman had an incredible impact on the 

trajectory of my life. All of the income I earned in my 

life from age 14 to 25 came from pool related activities: 

cleaning pools, lifeguarding, teaching swimming and, 

eventually, winning races. The skills I developed as a 

swimmer led to a full swimming scholarship at Stanford 

University and took me to pools around the world as a 

professional swimmer. It was swimming that led me to 

the love of my life, Jenny, who also grew up swimming 

in Atlanta’s pools. For me, swimming, in pools, has been 

a conduit to an ancient pastime and a passport to an 

extraordinary life. 
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At the time of this writing, millions of children around the 
country have missed a full year of access to swimming 
pools due to Covid-related restrictions. There are new 
cohorts of children who haven’t learned to swim, and 
the realities of this will have significant impacts on public 
health statistics. Please donate to organizations like 
SwemKids.com who are working to make swimming 
accessible to those who need it most. 

Sabir Muhammad, of Stanford University, becomes the first Black swimmer to hold an American Record.
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PITTMAN WAS MY FIRST LOVE  
AND IT CAPTURED MY HEART.


