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The greatest Scottish 

swimmer of the  

pre-war era 

Ellen Elizabeth King was described variously 

as ‘wonder girl’, the ‘greatest Scottish 

swimmer of the pre-war era’, and famous 

Edinburgh swimmer.  She represented Britain 

at the Olympic Games 100 years ago in 1924, 

and again in 1928.  As captain of the Scottish 

ladies’ team at the British Empire Games in 

1930 Ellen King won three medals. 

Attended James Gillespie’s 

School and swam for 

Warrender Baths Club 

Ellen Elizabeth King was born in Renfrew in 

1909 and brought up in Edinburgh.  She lived 

in Warrender Park Road with her father who 

worked for Edinburgh Corporation as a 

Weights & Measures Inspector, her mother 

and her brother.  Ellen attended James 

Gillespie’s School and was a member of 

Warrender Baths Club.  She was featured in 

the James Gillespie’s School Magazine, 1924. 

Chosen to represent Great 

Britain at the 1924 Olympic 

Games in Paris 

At the age of 15 she was as the chosen to 

represent Great Britain in the swimming team 

at the 1924 Olympic Games in Paris.  She was 

the youngest member of the British team. 

Another member of that British Olympic team 

in Paris was Eric Liddell, a student at 

Edinburgh University and after whom the new 

sports building at James Gillespie’s School is 

named.  In 1924 Ellen secured sixth place in 

the 100 yards backstroke but at the 1928 

Olympic Games in Amsterdam she went on to 

achieve silver medals in the 100 yards 

backstroke and the 100 yards freestyle relay. 

  

 

 

 

The first Scottish swimmer to 

set a world record 

In 1924 Ellen King held the Scottish ladies 

record for 100 yards backstroke.  In Glasgow 

in 1927 Ellen King became the first Scottish 

swimmer to set a world swimming record.  

This was in the 200 yards breaststroke.  In the 

same year she won her first international 

medal at the European Championships in 

Bologna, winning the gold medal with the 

4x100 yards relay team. The following year in 

Southport Ellen set a world record for the 150 

yards backstroke and at the Olympic Games in 

1928 she broke the world record for the 100 

yards freestyle. Ellen King was the first 

swimmer to win titles in three different 

strokes. 

Swimming coach and teacher 

Miss King, as she was known to hundreds of 

Edinburgh school pupils and University 

students, dedicated her life to coaching and 

teaching.  She taught swimming in many 

Edinburgh schools, coached swimming at the 

Warrender Baths Club and Edinburgh 

University and was Scottish National 

Swimming team coach for several years.  Ellen 

King retired 50 years ago in 1974 and died 30 

years ago in 1994.  She was inducted into the 

Scottish Sports Hall of Fame in 2002. 

 

 


