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Swimming from Honshu to Hokkaido through the 
Tsugaru Strait 
(Translation: Marcia Cleveland and Jen Metcalf) 
 
 
It's pitch dark – once again. Shortly before midnight on 20 August 2019, I start swimming in 
the Tsugaru Strait in very calm waters. I slide down the ladder from the brightly lit boat to 
the 24°C-warm water, which is full of fish that jump out of the water around me and fall 
back splashing. I swim away from the boat to a cliff about 100 metres away, which lies in 
the pitch dark. Only a small spot is illuminated by a headlight from the boat. Once there, I 
carefully touch the sharp-edged rock and wait for a horn signal from the boat. Then I start 
to swim. 
 
It is my second attempt to swim through this extremely difficult strait. The first was exactly 
one year ago. Just before swimming, I contracted severe bronchitis that lodged deep in my 
lungs. Nevertheless, I embarked on an attempt that was doomed to failure because of the 
illness. In very harsh conditions I broke off my swim, coughing and vomiting, after only 
three and a half hours, so as not to jeopardize my health. 
 
Everything is different this time! 
 

The Tsugaru Strait from the lookout point in Tappizaki on a clear day 
 

The Tsugaru Strait lies between the two main Japanese islands of Honshu and Hokkaido. It 
connects the Sea of Japan with the Pacific. 
Due to the prevailing currents and the mostly strong winds, the Tsugaru Strait is extremely 
difficult to swim. Very often, it is stormy and swimmers cannot start, despite making the long 
trip to Japan. If the weather conditions allow a start, it is very common that the strong 
currents push a swimmer way off course. So even very fast swimmers always need a good 
deal of luck in the Tsugaru Strait. 
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The website of the World Open Water Swimming Association (WOWSA) describes the 
difficulties of the swim as follows: 
“The channel is in a far-away land where Japanese is the only local language spoken. 
Additionally, the channel presents many of the same challenges as the other more well-
known waterways of the Oceans Seven: strong currents, tidal flows, unpredictable eddies, 
unswimmable waters when the winds come up, jellyfish, squid, large ocean swells, and large 
oil tankers and cargo ships running the channel. The currents flow quickly from west to east 
as the water flows from the Sea of Japan to the Pacific Ocean. Large swells, extremely 
turbulent water surface conditions, unpredictable eddies and abundant marine life from 
sharks to sea snakes exist, although jellyfish and squid are usually what swimmers see and 
encounter.” 
 
Only since 1990 have swimmers swum the Tsugaru Strait. The first were the Americans 
David Yudovin and Steven Munatones. (Munatones even swam a double in 1990: from 
Honshu to Hokkaido and back to Honshu; he swam the first leg in 6:11, setting a record for 
the fastest swim to date.) Only in 2008 did the Tsugaru Strait get a certain degree of 
familiarity among swimmers through the Ocean Seven, which Steven Munatones calls “the 
ultimate challenge for long-distance swimmers.” It is now attracting open-water swimmers 
from all over the world. Before this, there were only three swimmers who had successfully 
swum the Tsugaru Strait. 
 
There are two swimming routes through the Tsugaru Strait. The shorter one – the Tappi 
Misaki Route – starts from the northernmost point in Honshu and is 19.5 kilometres long. 
The longer, more conservative Kodomari Route is 30 kilometres long and runs southwest of 
Kodomari. Most swimmers choose this longer route because of the Tsugaru Current, which 
pushes large volumes of water from the west through the Tsugaru Strait and, depending on 
their strength, can drive the swimmer to Hokkaido. Thus, the probability that you arrive at all 
increases when you start at the westernmost point. That's the starting point that I chose. 
Although the route is 10.5 kilometres longer, I really want to make it. It's not about the time. 
 

 

  

The two possible swimming routes through the Tsugaru 
Strait 

The current pushed this swimmer too far east. Arriving 
on Honshu is impossible. {Source: Facebook} 
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The swimming is organized today by two organizations, the Tsugaru Channel Swimming 
Association (TCSA) and the Tsugaru Strait Swimming Association. I decided for the TCSA. My 
contact is Mr. Yusuke Shimasaki, with whose help I organized the swimming from Germany 
and booked my boats. 
 
Swimmers are provided with two companion boats to protect against sharks, and swim 
between the boats over a streamer that serves as a guide. In addition, both boats are 
equipped with a Shark Shield that is designed to stop sharks with an electromagnetic signal. 
The captains work full-time as fishermen. They specialize in catching squid. The boats are 
accordingly equipped with many strong lights, with which they attract and catch the squid at 
night. 
 
Getting to Tappizaki, the northernmost point of Honshu, is an adventure in itself. No 
Western tourists come here. Even for Japanese, the place is only interesting because here 
the Seikan tunnel from Honshu to Hokkaido passes under the Tsugaru Strait. So there is only 
one hotel in Tappizaki, a campsite and a viewpoint from where you can see Hokkaido on a 
clear day. The next opportunity to shop is about 30 kilometres away, on the way to Aomori. 
 
On 18 August, we take a rental car from Aomori to the Tappizaki Sea Side Park campsite, 
where we have rented a large bungalow equipped with all mod-cons. On the way from 
Aomori, we buy everything I’ll need, which later proves to be a huge advantage, as my 
swimming takes place quite suddenly. 
 
The next day, I swim half an hour in the morning at Tappi Port, and half an hour later on at 
Tappizaki Sea Side Park to get used to the water. It is very warm and has a very high salt 
content. 
 
Marcia Cleveland (author of "Dover Solo") and Dina Levacic, a very young Croatian,  
successfully swim on this first day of the slot. They are the two A-swimmers in this tide. I am 
a B-swimmer (together with a young Turk, Emre Erdogan). 
Tide-friendly, five-day swimming windows are set by the TCSA, and are shared by an A- and 
a B-swimmer. The A-swimmer has the opportunity to swim on the first three days of the 
five-day slot. When the A-swimmer has swum, the B-swimmer will have the rest of the slot. 
The B-swimmer has a maximum of four and a minimum of two days for the attempt. 
Since Marcia and Dina have completed their swims, my chance to start increases immensely. 
The rest of the slot (four days) is mine now. 
 
We meet with these two successful swimmers (and their teams) for dinner at Hotel Tappi 
and have a wonderful evening together. Both talk enthusiastically about their swimming 
experiences. It's a great opportunity for me to personally meet Marcia Cleveland, whose 
book helped me a great deal with my English Channel preparation. I am happy for the 
success of these two, but at the same time I have big doubts for my own swimming. The 
weather here is so volatile that usually only one swimmer per slot is successful. That would 
have been Marcia and Dina... 
 
The next day, 20 August, we get up very late. There is no message from Yusuke yet. It is 
very windy, almost stormy, and definitely does not look like swimming. We are therefore 
quite relaxed and go through the day calmly. Suddenly, at 12:45 in the afternoon, Yusuke 
contacts me, saying I should start my swim that night. He is heading north and suggests 
meeting at 2:30 p.m. at Tappi Port. 
It's one of those moments when everything changes. With just one message, our relaxed 
mood turns totally hectic. We rapidly start preparing our gear for swimming. Luckily we 
bought everything on the way to Tappizaki. Unfortunately, there are too few bananas. 
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However, considering the shortness of time, we decide not to go to the nearest store 30 
kilometres away. Instead, we stir my carbohydrate powder and pack the equipment. 
 
As agreed, we are at the harbour at 2:30 p.m. There we meet the captain, the observer and 
the translator of the second B-swimmer. Yusuke is not there. The swimmer Emre Erdogan 
shows up with his father and his girlfriend. At the briefing, the captain assesses the situation 
as being worse than the previous day. The wind is supposed to subside at night, but it would 
still be windy. Much worse for me: the current would also be stronger than when Marcia and 
Dina swam. But he also says that this is the only possibility to start in our slot. After that, the 
weather will not allow any swimming. It’s either tonight or never. 
The start time is scheduled for midnight. The captain says it would be best to finish before 
noon. Thereafter, the current seems to worsen, so that a successful arrival seems 
increasingly unlikely. This means I have a 12-hour window. At best, I expect to swim for 12 
hours, but only if everything runs optimally. I rather expect to take longer. So I ask if I can 
start earlier, because then I would have a better chance of finishing before noon. But the 
observer tells us that there is a rule that swimming must end on the same day as it starts. 
 
We go home from the meeting. It is now about 4 p.m. and I eat something for the first time 
since breakfast. At 4:45 p.m., we get new messages from Yusuke. He is still on his way, will 
arrive at Tappizaki at 5 p.m., and proposes meeting at 6 p.m. at the Hotel Tappi. There we 
meet him and my observer, Mr. Fumiya Hirata. Yusuke assesses the situation a bit more 
positively this time. The current gives us a real chance, according to his app. (He has an app 
that displays the current and a forecast of the flow. Green indicates a flowing current, and 
blue signifies still water.) This app suggests the best timing would be to start early and finish 
the swim before noon. After midday, all the water in the app is green. When we ask for a 
start before midnight, Yusuke reacts sympathetically, but calls his boss to double-check. The 
boss also says that swimming should not start before midnight. 
We drive back to the house, where I eat a second portion of spaghetti, which I can hardly 
get down because I’m so nervous. Then we prepare the last things, load the car and I lie 
down. Sleeping is out of the question, but at least I can rest a bit. 
 
At about 9:30 p.m., we leave the house and drive to Kodomari Port, where we are to meet 
at 11 p.m. The ride takes about 45 minutes and winds endlessly through switchback roads. I 
am almost sick due to the many curves. Far too early, at 10:15 p.m., we are at the port, 
waiting and watching the workers processing the fish caught during the day. Yusuke and the 
observer arrive very punctually. We meet the captain, Mr. Kawaue, and load the boat. On 
board is my wife Ina, the observer Fumiya Hirata, Yusuke Shimasaki, who works as a 
translator, the captain Mr. Kawaue and his assistant. The boat ride to the starting point only 
takes about ten minutes. The sea is calm and I do not have seasickness problems this time. 
(On my first try, we started from Tappi Port. The boat ride from there to the start took 
almost two hours and I was seasick in the rough sea before getting into the water.) Once 
there, Ina smears me with my Vaseline/Lanolin mixture. I slide into the calm, warm water 
and start my swim. 
 
 
 



 5 

 
Just before midnight on 20 August, I start my swim {photo: Ina Kaßner} 
 
In the beginning, the conditions are optimal – quite different than announced in the two 
preliminary discussions. The sea is calm, the water is warm (24°C is actually too warm for 
me) and the current pushes me. 
The calm is a gift that I did not expect. A current pushing the swimmer is not unusual in this 
early phase of the swim. The strong current is waiting far out in the middle of the strait. So I 
do not expect any serious problems at this point. However, I know only too well from my 
bad experience last year how difficult the current makes the swim, and I still think that my 
day is not a good one. The captain's words still ring in my ears: “It's not going to be optimal, 
but it’s either now or never.”  So I swim on, full of doubt. I do not really believe I will 
succeed. The crossing seems too difficult, in conditions less than optimal, but I still set out. 
These doubts affect my swimming in the beginning. I swim half-heartedly, not at full 
strength. Nevertheless, I try to make my technique as good as possible, and tell myself that 
I will need all my strength for the stronger current ahead. 
 
The first hour passes and the first feeding comes: a carbohydrate drink and canned peaches. 
The next half-hour passes and another feeding comes. It is still pitch black. Apart from the 
two escort boats, I see absolutely nothing. Everything around me is totally dark, even the 
sky – no moon and no stars are visible. The clear water below me is lit up by the headlights 
from the boat, and sometimes I can see fish. Once, a big one swims right under me. I know 
that there are a lot of sharks here, too, but that does not scare me. Even at night, I do not 
think about it. 
 
I'm convinced that there are Humboldt squid here as well – huge creatures that come up 
from the depths at night. They grow up to 2.5 metres long and are extremely aggressive. 
They are attracted by the light and attack in groups. With their sharp beaks they have 
already killed several divers and fishermen. What I do not know in this moment is that there 
are no Humboldt squid in this area. The stories are just swimmer legends. As I swim, Ina 
addresses this topic on the boat and is met with questioning looks. The captain has never 
heard of such creatures. And he should know... However, I know nothing of this 
conversation and I am convinced that deep below me huge squid are attracted to my beam 
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of light and just waiting to eat me. But I manage to suppress such thoughts quite well. After 
all, I am not the first to swim the Tsugaru Strait at night, and the others before me have not 
been hurt. 
 
After a relatively short time, Ina signals from the boat that I'm moving fast. I am still in a 
good current and will be pushed by it. Of course I am very happy about that, but I still do 
not trust the calm; the heavy lateral current is still far ahead of me. 
Very quickly, I have a bout of nausea. My stomach is over-stimulated, I cannot pee and the 
feedings are obviously too much for me. I try to throw up, finally putting a finger down my 
throat to make myself vomit. I feel a little better for a while, but the nausea comes back 
quickly. It  accompanies me from here until the end of the swim. 
 
At 4:30 a.m., after swimming for four and a half hours, the day slowly starts to dawn, almost 
imperceptibly at first. Instead of black, the sky is now dark blue. I'm glad about this, 
although I did not find it unpleasant to swim in the dark. 
The conditions have unfortunately changed a lot with the dawn. The wind has increased, the 
water is now very rough and at times even whitecaps can be seen. Some wind and waves do 
not usually cause me any difficulty, but – as is typical of this waterway – the waves are short 
and very irregular. So I have a lot of trouble getting into a rhythm. I hold my head low and 
breathe into my armpit so I do not swallow water, but very often it happens that I turn my 
head to breathe and get no air because a wave smacks me in the face instead. This quick, 
restricted and irregular breathing adds to my nausea.  
 
At about 6 a.m. it is completely light. It is a very cloudy day. Again and again I see big fish 
in the very clear water, sometimes even whole shoals – and once a school of barracudas. I'm 
scared sometimes, but on the whole it's a welcome change. Big tunas are sometimes very 
curious and come very close, even swimming along with me. The water is so clear that you 
can see far down into the depths. I'm happy about the fish, but I'm less pleased with the 
jellyfish, which I can see as well now. They’re small translucent ones in different shapes that 
I've never seen before. I immediately think of box jellyfish, of which a subspecies lives here. 
I have never heard of swimmers who had problems with jellyfish in the Tsugaru Strait. 
Nevertheless, I try to avoid any contact.  
 
Once during a feeding, Ina throws both bottles from the rocking boat squarely onto my 
head. The rope from the bottle falls into the water and has to be recovered. The boat is low 
so luckily Yusuke manages to grab the line of rope out of the water while I drink.  
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On the way from Honshu to Hokkaido {photo: Ina Kaßner} 

 
The water temperature drops the closer I get to Hokkaido. As I swim, I notice these drops 
twice. I find them very pleasant. As far as I’m concerned, it could get even colder. Later I 
learn that it got as warm as 25C then cooled to a still-warm 22C by the end. The weather 
is constantly cloudy and unstable, and it's raining heavily. The wind gives way a bit, and I 
can get a little more air in the irregular waves. 
 
After about three-quarters of the swim, I am now in the dreaded lateral current. During a 
feed that is far too long because of my nausea, Ina explains the situation to me: I have been 
in the lateral current for a while, but I can handle it. While I'm pushed off course a bit during 
the feedings, I always come back to swimming on course. However, the prognosis is that the 
current will be very strong in one hour, so I have to work hard for the next two kilometres to 
get out of the area where the current can catch me. Swimming has been great so far, but 
now it's getting critical. I must give it all I have, otherwise I will lose everything and it's over.  
After this announcement I dig really deep. After about eight hours of swimming, nausea and 
vomiting, I fight for all or nothing. And it works. I even forget that I feel really sick. I swim 
as hard as I can. This goes very well for about 20 minutes, but then I have to relax a bit. 
After another 10 minutes, I hurry through my feeding. Ina tells me, “That was great. You 
should continue like this for another kilometre.”  I go at full speed, and again it goes well for 
about 20 minutes, then I have to ease off. The next time I feed, I hear from the boat that 
my strong effort has paid off: I'm out of the lateral current and can now swim at a more 
relaxed pace. Despite the strong current, I sprinted two tough kilometres in an hour and put 
myself in a good place. I'm very happy about this, but without the tension of getting past 
the current, my nausea immediately comes back with a vengeance. 
 
I now have a little more than two kilometres to swim. It looks so good now; I almost cannot 
fail. At one point, I see Ina perform a little joyful dance on the boat. I'm so happy, but it's 
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really getting hard for me mentally. I fight the nausea, try to vomit and just want to get out 
of the water. So I swim the remaining kilometres. The land is clearly visible, but it just will 
not get closer. Shortly before the end, I stop again and again, only to find that the land is 
still no closer. Finally I hear from the boat the longed-for words: “This is your last feeding,” 
and they show me the rock on which I am to land. I pull myself together one last time and 
the boat stays behind me. Alone, I swim to a dark rock under the lighthouse at Cape 
Shirakami – the southernmost point of Hokkaido. I made a precise landing! I stand on the 
rock so that my upper body sticks out of the water. I raise both my arms and stop 
swimming. I can hear cheers and horns from the boat. 
 
Overjoyed, I swim back about 150 metres to the boat. Even this short distance feels endless. 
I climb the ladder and am greeted by Ina with the words: "Yusuke said you are a liar! You 
said you would be swimming for more than 12 hours and you actually swam for less than 
10!" Yusuke and the observer laugh heartily and congratulate me. I'm still standing on the 
ladder and am overwhelmed. I laugh and at the same time the tears come to my eyes. I’ve 
been so lucky! In just 9 hours and 45 minutes, I swam through the extremely difficult 
Tsugaru Strait! 
 

 
Finished in 9:45, overjoyed and finally out of the water {photo: Fumiya Hirata} 

 
Then, just as I set foot on the boat, the captain sees a shark. It must have been curious 
about the swimmer who was hanging around in its hunting ground. It disappears 
immediately. 
Ina helps me get dressed on the swaying boat. Tears come to my eyes again and again. 
After the difficult experience of the year before, this finish is highly emotional for me. At one 
point I have to bend over the railing and vomit. My stomach heaves hard and long, but very 
little comes out. After that, I feel much better. 
When I'm fully dressed and wrapped in a warm coat and life jacket, I lie down on the floor 
and fall asleep on the long journey back. Seawater splashes in my face again and again, but 
there is no protected area on this boat. About two hours later, we are back in Kodomari Port. 
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Everything happens very fast now: we unload our gear (I'm barely able to help), we say 
goodbye to the captain, and then we're alone with Yusuke and the observer. At the harbour 
they give me a beautiful certificate for my swim, and a swimming cap from the Association. 
We take pictures, give thanks, and say goodbye to Yusuke and the observer. Now Ina and I 
are alone again. 
 

 
At the harbour, I get a certificate for my swimming (Photo: Ina Kaßner} 

 
Unfortunately, driving is unthinkable. My legs do not want to obey me and are very close to 
cramping. I have heartburn and hiccups that refuse to go away, and the switchback road 
leading back to Tappi is not an easy drive. So I lie down on the back seat of the car and just 
relax. It is warm now and the sun is shining. Fortunately, a toilet is very close by, because I 
need it again and again since I only managed to pee once in the nearly 10 hours I was in the 
water. About two hours later, I feel recovered enough to drive. I at least want to try, and 
think that we can take breaks along the way. In the end, I actually feel good enough to drive 
the whole way back, making only one stop at the lookout point. From here, I can see the 
entire swim route. I am incredibly happy and proud. About 45 minutes later, we are back in 
our bungalow in Tappizaki, both overjoyed and totally exhausted. I have become the third 
German and the 47th swimmer ever to swim the Tsugaru Strait without a wetsuit. What a 
night!  What a day! What a swim! 
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My certificate and a copy of my route 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://www.tsugaruchannelswimming.com 
https://www.openwaterpedia.com/index.php?title=Tsugaru_Channel 
https://openwaterswimming.com/2012/07/swimming-strait-tackling-tsugaru/ 
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humboldt-Kalmar 
 


