
DOUBLE TROUBLE
One of the greatest rivalries in the history of open water 

swimming was a decade-long chess match between two 
grand masters of the marathon: Philip Rush of New Zealand and 
Claudio Plit of Argentina.

Their rivalry came to a head in the famed venue of lac St-Jean 
in Québec, Canada, at the Traversée international du lac St-Jean. 
Between 1981 and 1989, the two International Marathon Swimming 
Hall of Fame honourees competed against each other nine times in 
lac St-Jean, racing together for a cumulative total of 114 hours 45 
minutes. Although they raced in dozens of other events around the 
world, it was in lac St-Jean where they raised the bar and pushed 
themselves to the brink.

Their contest was an intense ba� le of wills, punctuated with 
bluff s and enhanced with tactics, but the race always enjoyed an 
ambiance of sportsmanship and mutual respect. They raced during 
the tranquillity of night and throughout wind-whipped days, nearly 
always in close proximity to one another and many times literally 
side-by-side going stroke-for-stroke for hours at a time. 

Rush was 17 years old at the time of his fi rst race in 1981, while Plit 
was nine years his senior. He recalls, “we became good friends when 
we were racing, and we are still very good friends to this day.” But 
although they may have been gentlemen onshore, they were fi erce 
gladiators once they put on their goggles and lanolin. 

Claudio Plit and Philip Rush produced some of the greatest ever 
racing in marathon swimming, says Steven Munatones.

Claudio Plit and 
Philip Rush in 2010

DOUBLING UP
Since 1954, the Traversée International du lac St-Jean had been 
a cross-lake professional race of 32 km that a� racted the best 
swimmers in the world. Five hours north of Montreal, lac St-Jean 
features stiff  winds that blow over the circular lake and 16°C water 
that presents a cool wake-up call to the swimmers.

In 1984, Québécoise Christine Cosse� e a� empted the fi rst two-
way crossing of lac St-Jean. Starting the night before the Traversée 
as the other top marathon swimmers watched, Cosse� e appeared 
superhuman as she completed the fi rst two-way crossing in 18 hours 
27 minutes. Suddenly, the 22-year-old made the one-way crossing 
look less of a challenge. The following year, the organizing commi� ee 
invited only the most hardened of the 1980-era professionals to a new 
64 km Traversée that replicated the course pioneered by Cosse� e.

And so it was from 1985 until 1989, a tiny hamlet in Québec gained 
a reputation as the epicentre of professional marathon swimming 
when the Traversée became a 64 km roundtrip between Roberval 
and Péribonka. The young Kiwi relished the challenge, “I loved the 
longer races: the longer, the colder, the be� er for me. The lake was 
never really warm so it played right into my hands.” 

But lac St-Jean, a swim that Plit would do 25 times during his career, 
was also right up the Argentine’s alley. “Claudio was tough as old boots,” 
says Rush. “And the lake was dark at night and numbingly cold.” 
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The pa� ern for each two-way race was the same. The fi eld would 
start at 10 at night and head off  across the lake in near total darkness. 

“There wasn’t much light,” recalls Rush. “We fi xed red lights onto 
the escort boats and more lights onto ourselves but you could see 
very li� le. Still, once you got used to it, it was soothing and relaxing. 
In fact, I really enjoyed swimming at night. I would get to a point 
where I was almost resting and sleeping while swimming. I would 
get myself in a zone, swimming right next to the escort boat, just 
clipping off  the miles all night along.”

It sounds quite pleasant but the pace was relentless. It fi rst led to 
mild discomfort then, as the night wore on, that gradually transitioned 
to pain and sometimes ultimately resulted in hospitalisation.

“Each year, we would race across the lake, back and forth 
eyeballing each other the entire way,” says Rush.

In the fi rst year of the double, a� er 18 hours of racing in tough 
conditions, Plit won by a slender four minute margin. Only one other 
swimmer, Monique Wildshut, fi nished the 1985 race (in 19:05) while 
the rest, including Cosse� e, were defeated by the elements. 

1986 TRAVERSÉE
It was the 1986 race that the locals and the protagonists remember 
as if it were yesterday. 

“It was a bit like hopping in a pool and swimming a 1500m against 
somebody,” says Rush, “except we went on for 64km. I was trying to 
break Claudio – and he was trying to break me – over the course of 
18 hours.” The two men bent every which way, punishing each other 
and themselves, but they never did break. 

Plit and Rush literally swam stroke for stroke through the night 
and early morning. As the sun rose, they continued to jockey for 
position. The strategies and tactics they used are a classic study of 
endurance racing. “As we fi nished the fi rst leg, we came up on the 
turning point. We couldn’t just swim straight up the river because of 
the current, so we had to hug the bank. Then, we would duck across 
the river to hit the turning pad and race back to the start.” 

Paired like twins during the night, they returned home the next 
day during the daylight still swimming side by side. One would stop 
to feed and then the other would try to surge away. Every metre, 
every second counted. Every stop, every surge ma� ered. 

“We were just trying to mentally break each other. It was 
exhausting, both mentally and physically, to try to beat the other 
person beside you into submission.”

They swam, they surged and they sprinted at 70-73 strokes per minute. 
Goggle to goggle, the duo went blow-for-blow, right to the very end. 

To entertain the overfl owing crowds at the fi nish, the offi  cials 
developed a unique climax. The swimmers were briefl y stopped at 

the entrance of the harbour a mile from the end. They then sprinted 
to the fi nish in front of the cheering fans. 

“Claudio and I both stopped for the fi nale. We literally shook 
hands and had a drink. Then we both decided to go at the same 
time, sprinting over the fi nal 1500.”

In the end, Plit snatched victory, as he had done the year before and 
would do the following two years, and both men wound up in hospital. 

The strength and stamina Plit demonstrated in his four victories in 
the Traversée double were symbolic of his career where he competed 
in over 250 marathon swims of at least eight hours in duration. 

Rush similarly leveraged the races in lac St-Jean to help establish 
his legacy. He went on, in 1987, to set a 28 hour 21 minute record 
three-way crossing of the English Channel.

“To this day, I believe that racing in lac St-Jean set me up to cope 
with the English Channel so well. We were so pressurized for that 
length of time. I think the longer racing in the colder water really 
prepared me well for the end goal.”

The anatomy of these valiant athletes was built on a rare courage 
and passion for competition, rooted in a deep friendship and 
mutual respect that endures to this day. ○

RUSH WAS 17 YEARS OLD AT THE 
TIME OF HIS FIRST RACE IN 1981, 
WHILE PLIT WAS NINE YEARS 
HIS SENIOR

RACE RESULTS
Claudio Plit vs. Philip Rush mano-a-mano Results in the 
Traversée international du lac St-Jean

1981 one-way Traversée
1. Claudio Plit, 8:45:38
8. Philip Rush, 9:51:12

1983 one-way Traversée
2. Claudio Plit, 7:36:35
5. Philip Rush, 7:56:38

1984 one-way Traversée
3. Claudio Plit, 8:15:24
5. Philip Rush, 8:21:11

1985 two-way Traversée
1. Claudio Plit (Argentina) 18:14:40
2. Philip Rush (New Zealand) 18:19:25

1986 two-way Traversée
1. Claudio Plit (Argentina) 17:45:24
2. Philip Rush (New Zealand) 17:46:29

1987 two-way Traversée
1. Claudio Plit (Argentina) 17:46:41
2. Philip Rush (New Zealand) 17:51:08

1988 two-way Traversée
1. Claudio Plit (Argentina) 17:36:28
3. Philip Rush (New Zealand) 18:11:35

1989 two-way Traversée
4. Claudio Plit (Argentina) 18:48:07
Philip Rush (New Zealand) DNF

Claudio Plit and 
Philip Rush in 1986

1. Claudio Plit (Argentina) 18:14:40

1986 starting swimmers

1986 race pack
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