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How far would you be prepared to walk in order to raise awareness or money for a 
cause you support? Would you walk a 5K? How about a marathon? 26 miles is quite a distance.

 What about swimming? Could you see yourself swimming 26 miles?
  One Tennessee woman is prepared to swim much farther than that. Mimi Hughes begins her journey this month as she’s set to swim 

the entire length of the Ohio River. The trip, which kicks off on May 22, will take her from Pittsburgh to Cairo Illinois, and will tentatively 
take until July 17 to complete.

how far would you swim
in the ohio river?

doug
messel
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  She’s making the trip to 
raise awareness primarily 
for issues of women’s 

education in Third World countries—much 
of her conversation on the issue with me 
deals with the Central Asian Institute (whose 
website can be found at http://www.ikat.
org). CAI was founded by Greg Mortenson 
and Jean Hoerni after Mortenson journeyed 
to northern Pakistan to climb K2, the world’s 
second tallest mountain. The story behind CAI 
is a tale in and of itself, but the organization’s 
progress in building schools and other 
community projects is massive. 
 It ’s not only foreign organizations 
that Mimi is swimming for. Various locations 
along the river have similar goals, whether it ’s 
Cincinnati ’s Girls on the Run, a group which 
promotes active exercise and healthy living 
among girls or Pittsburgh’s Strong Women, 
Strong Girls. This swim is just the latest in 
a series of swim events to raise awareness 
for social and environmental responsibility. 
Her other journeys have taken her across 
the Bering Sea to Russia (1997) and down 
the Tennessee River in 2004. Two years after 
that, she made the trip to swim the Danube 
(2006) and Drava and Mura Rivers in 2007.
 In general, the trip sounds like it has 
the potential to be very dangerous. I asked 
Hughes about her husband Forrest—what his 
thoughts were on the endeavor. She joked that 
she rarely told him of a planned swimming trip 
until just before she was poised to begin. In 
all reality, though, he’s very supportive of her 
achievements, both in and out of the water. 
Education is a strong influence on Hughes, 
who works as a remedial/developmental 
teacher in her home state of Tennessee.
 But why is Hughes’s journey a big 
deal for us in Evansville?
 Hughes will make her stops in the 
Evansville area on July 6, 7 and 8 as she reaches 
Newburgh, Evansville and Henderson in that 
order.  Don’t expect to see a huge entourage 
when she comes, however. Hughes travels 
light, with a small crew.  She explains:
 “My crew is minimal because I 
think it ’s a little f lamboyant to get out there 
with a big boat and crew and say, ‘Oh, look 

at me! I ’m swimming the Ohio River!’ It ’s 
not about that. I ’m swimming for everyone’s 
responsibility...I have a support kayaker—and 
those are volunteers from along the river and 
some other people—but...when I’m out there 
like that it makes me approachable. People 
can come up and say, ‘Hey, what are you 
doing? What ’s going on?’”
 With such a small crew, you’d think 
a journey like that is hard to plan. She assures 
me that it is.
 “It ’s just been such a dif f icult swim 
to plan and a dif f icult swim to train for…
Sometimes I’m at the mercy of the people who 
are helping; if I could dictate the best day on 
the river it would be that the community or 
town or somebody would put me up in a hotel 
or home or even just of fer me a place to pitch 
my tent. I would get up at 6:00 am and write 
in my journal and drink a bunch of coffee 
and get in the water at 8:00 am. I ’d swim 
my 20 miles and then get out wherever, and 
hopefully someone would be there to help 

us drag the kayak to a safe place and take us 
somewhere where we could sleep. There’ve 
been times where I ’d get out and we’d have 
to pull the kayak a mile to f ind somewhere 
safe… But that ’s in Hungary, not in the 
United States.”
 As far as what Evansville natives 
can really expect to see when Hughes arrives, 
it ’ll be a small company of people—more 
than likely just a kayaker and a woman 
swimming in the river. But with any luck—and 
a lot of support from communities along the 
way—Hughes will make great gains for her 
passionate love for education.

if you want to support mimi Hughes, 
she can be reached via e-mail at 

riverswimmer1956@yahoo.com. she’s a 
wonderful lady who really could use a place 

to stay while she’s in our area. also, more 
information on her swim is available at 
www.womenacrosstheworld.ming.com. 


