REX WILLIAMS – some affectionate memories of a great guy collated by Margaret Smith
(BLDSA President 1985 & 2003/4) with major help from my other half, Graham and
Bryan Finlay & Bridget Hopkinson
Rex was a swimmer, an organiser, a character, an entertainer and a prankster. He was also
husband to the late Shirley, and Dad to Mark and Steve.
Bryan remembers: In 1960, the Coventry open-water scene was about to explode following
the successes of Arthur Ayres. At lunchtime, a group of swimmers would often rush to
Gosford open-air pool for a quick swim. One medical-sales swimmer, Rex Williams,
appeared on the scene and, apart from his personality, soon made friends with the free
samples of Yani sun-tan lotion that his company represented.
With a neighbour, Pete Marshall, Rex created the Marwill PC (Physical Culture Club) in a
covered area at the back of his house. I learned a lot about weight-training from this group
and I would cycle 3 times a week across town to train with their group.
John Slater, the BLDSA’s founding Secretary, could readily recognise administrative talent
and never hesitated to encourage its development . . . and so the “28-Letter Association of
Founding Hon Gen Secs” was formed with JKS, Rex and Jim Robinson (Whitby Jim) as
dynamic driving forces. (There’ll be a footnote about this just to help our younger members
appreciate some of antics of their older members).
Margaret first met Rex in late in early 1965 and he made an immediate impression. He was
the Secretary of the Warwickshire Long Distance Swimming Association and there was an
amazing group of people who were part of that Club.
Many members will remember Percy Bull, but the others are also part of the BLDSA’s
history. They included, amongst others (I am sure I may have forgotten some), Brian Finlay,
Frances Allan, Dave Fell, Chris Faulkner, Arthur Ayres, Arthur Endersby, Bill and Jean
Fantom, Jack Somerfield, Peter (Tiny) Fergus & Harry Moffat. They were the core of
Warwickshire but a huge influence in the BLDSA and me.
For many years, Rex, an accomplished swimmer & organiser, helped to run the Coniston full
length swim for Warwickshire, (now run by the BLDSA). They also trained at and ran a local
swim in Warwickshire at Kingsbury Gravel Pit on Bodymoor Heath, Sutton Coldfield. As a
competitor, it was never certain what surprise might be sprung on the day, but in those more
relaxed days, we all had lots of fun. He served on the BLDSA Executive and also ran the
Trentham swim for 5 years for the BLDSA which was always fun, despite variable water
clarity! He also ran Bala for a couple of years (69/70).
Bridget Hopkinson (Woodall) shares her memories:
As a teenager in the 1960s I took part in several BLDSA Trentham Gardens swims. These
swims were always preceded by a briefing meeting in a room close to the open-air
swimming pool, where we also used the changing rooms. The swims were well attended by
swimmers young and “old”, experienced, and inexperienced.
Rex, was a member of the organising committee and led the briefing meetings along with
other officials such as Trevor Smith, John O’Hara, Tommy Worrall and others who were
stalwarts - pilot lifesavers, boat crew, portable showers operators and commentators etc.
The swims themselves were always pleasurable events and whilst we all swam to win, there
was no animosity or bad feeling if we didn’t. The swims were followed by a short

presentation meeting back in the briefing room. There was always a serious side and a
more relaxed, fun side to the gathering.
The presentation meeting which remains most vividly in my memory, some 50 years later,
was the occasion of a presentation of a “Chain of Office” to Rex for his continued work for
and at the event. The “Chain of Office” placed around Rex’s neck was none other than a
toilet seat, complete with chain and handle – at that time more familiar for flushing the toilet.
This was greeted with much hilarity, good-humour and a lot of laughter, which is probably
why I remember it so well.
Another BLDSA “character” no longer with us.
Margaret continues:-The first BLDSA dinner I attended at Morecambe in 1965 was a
demonstration of his powers of persuasion as most of us found ourselves in a conga, in and
out of the windows (some probably French windows, although I do remember a long drop or
two to the ground and a cold night), around the car park and back into the ballroom. It is
fitting this is close to the original site of Gerry Forsberg’s memorial. I seem to remember
Rex and his team in the lead. I didn’t get to Bath the following year, but the stories were
legend in those days, of Roman Senators & warriors (looking remarkably like many of the
Warwickshire Club), leading the Sunday morning swim at the Roman Baths. Despite my
hopes to swim, I was, at that time, restricted to working in an escort boat due to an accident
in 1964 so I was a useful addition to their boat crew team.
The swimming characters of Warwickshire were a friendly, supportive group and were happy
to give me a lift from Coventry to Torbay after I acquired my first, highly unreliable vehicle! I
found my way to them and we set off in a convoy amidst much hilarity. Arriving in Torquay,
the B&B had had to outhouse 2 people which turned out to be Percy & I. Someone took us
there and we were greeted by a very embarrassed owner, apologising that we were in
separate rooms and he couldn’t change it. Mystified we must have looked blank, so he
explained the others had just let him know we were on honeymoon! Mmmmm – Rex’s joke
followed Percy and I throughout our life-long friendship. I learnt a lot that weekend, finding
myself banned from a pub with the Gang from Warwickshire, something never confessed to
my parents.
Bryan reminded me that Rex and the WLDSA were strong supporters of the concept of
“bringing the last man (swimmer) home” and, even though greasy and cold, they would
readily jump back in a boat at the finish of a championship to head back onto the lake to
bring home a colleague – no matter what their county or country of origin.
My first Windermere Swim in 1967 was on a day which my parents, Lake District people,
stopped at Millerground and decided that the swim would be cancelled as the wind howled
and the waves raced up the Lake but someone else in the carpark overheard and to their
dismay said, ‘Oh no, they’re swimming’. I was battling up the Lake, aware that some
swimmers had retired but keen just to finish. I passed one swimmer, then another, not
knowing that I had crept passed Rex, who then retired. He never let me forget it! I did finish
in 10 hours 31 minutes (no time limits in those days).
The Warwickshire LDSA dinner in Coventry in 1969, stands out in my memory. It was a
bitter February with lots of snow, many stranded around the country, which meant getting
there was a challenge, but we managed, along with many of the BLDSA’s characters of the
day. The Lady Mayor having been presented with a bouquet, her face was a picture to
behold as members of the Warwickshire club homed in on her and the bouquet, snatched
and promptly ate the spring flowers. However, she really enjoyed the joke and the
entertainment by the Warwickshire LDSA group. I never hear Three Wheels on My Wagon

without memories of Rex and company floating through my memories. Their music group
was well loved and along with other BLDSA musicians (Trevor and Anthony Smith spring to
mind) events were always full of fun and joy.
Bryan comments that with such enthusiasm and similar interests, it is perhaps of no surprise
that Rex was selected as the Best Man for my wedding in 1968.
Thanks to Trevor Smith and his family, the BLDSA annual dinners in those days would be
followed by a retreat to the bar and an area where we could sing. Rex played a great guitar
and became a valuable member of these sessions. In fact, he went on to create his own
reputation. Percy Bull used to like calypsos but, as Margaret recalls, “Three wheels on the
Wagon” was one of Rex’s favourites (also Mexican Whistler). This song was repeated at
many events but memorably was presented in 1966 at the 25th wedding anniversary of
BLDSA stalwarts Norah and Trevor Smith . . . and then AMAZINGLY 25 years later at their
50th!
Rex was a keen photographer and many of Brian’s photos from those days are courtesy of
his artistic eye, camera and subsequent time in the dark room.
In the early days, BLDSA members needed to have completed a Windermere swim to earn
the honour to wear a BLDSA badge. After his 1963 conquest of Windermere in 7:14:36, Rex
always wore his badge with pride; however, by the time he retired from competition, he had
completed many swims including Coniston, Bala, ASA 5 miles, Trentham Lake, Poole
Harbour, Sandsend to Whitby, Pickmere, Exmouth, Swansea to Mumbles, and Torbay.
Sadly, his 1968 “dream” of a two-way Windermere was thwarted in the dark, and after just a
few miles, by a major groin injury.
A personal friend and mentor to me, Rex, wife Shirley and sons Mark and Stephen will be
forever remembered as a dynamic family that enthused and supported so many others in the
drive to achieve their dreams.
For all of us, we remember Rex as a busy, professional salesman, who had many demands
on his time and dropped from the swimming scene around 1970, after an injury, but we
found him again, working as a senior sales manager in Speedo when the BLDSA was
seeking sponsorship for the first Windermere International. Through them, he provided
support to the BLDSA in running that wonderful event and he had encouraged his family to
love the water, as Mark tells us that they all wind-surfed, became involved in powerboat
racing as mechanics and brother Steve became a deep sea diver on the North Sea Rigs. A
fabulous legacy of this very special man. We know we were privileged to have a little share
of his dynamic enthusiasm and talents.

L to R, Bryan Finlay, Percy Bull, Chris Faulkner, Rex Williams with son Stephen.
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Rex Williams & Bryan Finlay – Morecambe 1965.
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Percy Bull & Rex Williams at The Pit (Coventry’s training water).

Poole - L to R Jim Burt, Chris Faulkner, Greg Schofield and Rex Williams.

Rex Williams Swim Records
1961

22/05/1961

Bala Lake

03:13:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1961

03/09/1961

Coniston

03:21:00

5.25M

One Way

1961

30/09/1961

ASA 5M

02:35:25

5.00M

River Ouse York

1962

19/08/1962

Bala Lake

01:49:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1962

06/08/1962

Bala Lake

02:10:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1963

03/08/1963

Bala Lake

01:43:30

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1963

17/08/1963

Windermere

07:14:36

10.25M

Lakeside to Waterhead

1963

05/08/1963

Bala Lake

03:54:30

6.00M

Bala Glanlyn Bala

1963

22/09/1963

Trentham Lake

02:06:00

3.00M

Circuit

1963

14/09/1963

Poole Harbour

01:17:35

3.00M

Circuit

1963

10/08/1963

Sandsend to Whitby

01:17:27

3.00M

Sandsend to Whitby

1964

01/08/1964

Bala Lake

01:56:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1964

31/05/1964

Bala Lake

02:55:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1964

03/08/1964

Bala Lake

04:30:00

6.00M

Bala Glanlyn Bala

1964

22/09/1964

Poole Harbour

01:29:17

3.00M

Circuit

1964

21/09/1964

Trentham Lake

01:53:20

3.00M

Circuit

1964

08/08/1964

Sandsend to Whitby

01:26:58

3.00M

Sandsend to Whitby

1965

04/09/1965

Pickmere

01:05:08

2.00M

Circuit

1965

12/09/1965

Trentham Lake

02:06:06

3.00M

Circuit

1965

20/06/1965

Exmouth Gents Only

01:18:45

4.00M

Exmouth - Fairway Buoy

1965

31/07/1965

Coniston

04:12:00

5.25M

One Way

1966

29/08/1966

Bala Lake

01:48:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1966

29/08/1966

Bala Lake

02:20:00

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1966

24/09/1966

Poole Harbour

02:14:00

3.00M

Circuit

1967

26/08/1967

Bala Lake

01:41:10

3.00M

Glanlyn to Bala

1967

18/06/1967

Coniston

03:30:15

5.25M

One Way

1967

28/08/1967

Bala Lake

03:50:27

6.00M

Bala Glanlyn Bala

1967

27/08/1967

Swansea to Mumbles

01:19:29

3.00M

Swansea to Mumbles

1967

01/07/1967

Torbay

05:28:00

8.00M

Torbay

1968

23/06/1968

Coniston

03:38:00

5.25M

One Way

1968

18/08/1968

Swansea to Mumbles

01:49:00

3.00M

Swansea to Mumbles

1968

01/07/1968

Torbay

05:20:41

8.00M

Torbay

SHORT
COURSE

GC

GC

Rex Williams BLDSA Service Record notes
I have looked at the Swim Sec's records and find Rex was a Swim Secretary from 1964 to
1971 and ran 9 swims in total. Trentham 1965 to 70 and Bala 1969 & 70. I cannot find any
records for any Offices he may have held. However, swim secretary’s, were by rule, on the
Executive committee from the first set of rules 1957 until 1981 (Note, to be researched
further as I can find the start rule but not the end of the rule).

