
Local	  Swimmers	  Take	  Advantage	  of	  Opportunity,	  
Compete	  in	  Open	  Water	  Nationals	  

	   While perusing the Internet one night, local swimmer Alan Peterson discovered 
something rather surprising: he had qualified for the upcoming Open Water Nationals 
despite having never competed in the sport. Peterson, who swims year round for Puma 
Aquatics, came across a notice stating that the time standard for the five-kilometer race at 
Open Water Nationals had been lowered considerably. The first thing he did when he 
learned he had qualified for the race was call his lifelong friend and fellow club 
swimmer, Eric Erbstoesser (swims for San Luis Obispo Swim Club), who also made the 
new cut. Together, they decided they would push their boundaries, try something new, 
and take advantage of the opportunity of a lifetime.  

 On the weekend of June seventh, the pair made the trek down to Long Beach, 
where Nationals was being held. The ten-kilometer race, which was also the qualifier for 
the national team, had already been swum on Friday. The winner of the 10K, Fran 
Crippen, would also be competing with Peterson and Erbstoesser in the 5K. The two 
native San Luis Obispoans would be rubbing shoulders with the some of the best open 
water swimmers in the world. As Peterson surmised, “You get there, and everyone is 
huge, and they are all intense and focused on doing well, because this their thing, while 
we were just there to do it.”  

 Upon arriving at Marine Stadium in Long Beach, Peterson and Erbstoesser were 
introduced to a whole new world of skin grease, fingernail checks, and body numbers. 
Before they knew it, their names were introduced, and they moved out towards the 
starting point in the chilly salty water. They would begin in the middle of a kilometer 
long straight. As the open water veterans jockeyed for the best starting position, the two 
local swimmers moved to the outside, observing and soaking in the nuances of this new 
craft.  

When the horn went off, they suddenly were made aware of what is perhaps the 
biggest difference between competing in a pool and the open water: physical contact. In a 
pool, lane lines, boundaries that are never to be crossed, separate competitors. In Long 
Beach, Peterson and Erbstoesser were kicked, elbowed, and pushed around by their more 
seasoned competitors. As Erbstoesser put it, “they weren’t afraid to play dirty.” The start 
was like a school of piranhas fighting for food.  

Peterson also described some other differences from his more familiar habitat of a 
confined pool. “The water was a lot colder than a pool, which made it a little harder to 
swim. Another thing is you can’t see in the water.” His counterpart concurred. “It is way 
harder to see, and having no lane line makes it extremely difficult,” said Erbstroesser. “I 
was zigzagging the whole time, had it was hard to see the buoys.” 

 As the race progressed, the two local swimmers fell behind from even the slowest 
packs. But even as they were getting beat, they both pressed on with gritty determination, 
knowing that just being there and was an accomplishment in itself. They maintained a 
constant strong pace, and finished with respectable times, especially considering the fact 



that this was the first time they had competed in such an event. “I felt good,” said 
Peterson. “The first half I was just trying to adjust to my surroundings and the format of 
the race, so I was kind of distracted. But the last half was very good.” 

Peterson, who actually caught up to and picked off one of his peers, placed sixty 
third out of sixty six swimmers, with a time of 1:06.11.751. His friend came in not long 
after, hitting the finish line at 1:08:44.377. Erbstoesser came in at sixty-fifth place. The 
race was won by Deni Cullom (57:06.795) of the Mission Viejo Nadadores, who barely 
edged out a charging Crippen (57:07.074).  

 Although their placing may seem disappointing, both swimmers did something 
quite impressive considering the context. They were swimming against people who had 
trained for this event as their focus for months. The open water rookies did not do any 
special preparation to get ready for this 5K. They both felt that to even participate in the 
race was a privilege, and were in agreement that it would not be the last time they did 
such a race. They plan to compete in a 5K that is being put on by Puma Aquatics on 
August 29, at Lake Lopez. Beyond that, only the future can tell. For now, all that can be 
said with certainty is that through embracing the challenge of trying something new 
under trying circumstances, the two young swimmers walked away with an invaluable 
experience, one that taught them just as much about a new sport as it did about their 
character.  


