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“Brutes” of 2006 pose with Meet Director Judy Gillies at the 25" Annual Brute Squad
Meet held in Tucson on June 11, 2006. To earn the Brute Award, swimmers must
complete the 200 m. fly, 400 m. I.M. and 1500 m. Free. Ouch. Left to Right: Jim Stites, Jeff
Ashbeck, Michelle Worden (holding shirt), Chris Fischer, Dana Hunter, Judy Gillies, Anna
Ray De Lozier, Gordon Gillin. In all 39 swimmers entered the meet and seven earned
Brute status. Meet Director Gillies reported “not a single D.Q.” The meet is named in
memory of Rose Steward, one of Arizona’s original Masters Swimmers and the meet’s
original race director. Rose passed away in 2002.

The Fastest in the World

Arizonans Break Ten Meet Records at FINA Masters World Championships at Stanford

Fa

e .‘

<l

Karlyn Pipes-Nielsen (left) breaks World Record for Women’s 400 M.
.M. at Fina XI Masters World Championships, finishing in 5:13.32.

Several Arizona Masters Swimmers were among the fastest to compete at FINA XI
Masters World Championships held at Stanford University in August, 2006. In all, there
were 150+ record-breaking performances at the meet. Five Arizona swimmers beat six
individual meet records, plus four Arizona relays broke meet records. Congratulations to
our meet record breakers: Henry Clark, 41 (4" in Mens’s 200 Free and 1%t in Men’s 100
Fly); Max Von Isser, 87 (1t in 50 Fly); Scott Shake, 48, 4th in 200 Back with 2:20.87;
Caroline Kilian, 26 (1t in 100 Free); Evie Lynch, 54, 3 in 100 back). Record-breaking
relays included Lynch, Keough, Bly and Roth (7% in Mixed 200 Medley 200-239); Major,
Keough, Wygal and Arredondo (10™ in Women’s 200 Free 160-199); Lynch, Arredondo,
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Wygal and Hobbs (4" in the Women’s 200 Medley 160-199); and Kinney, Weinberg,
Taylor and Bayly (7" in the Women’s 200 Medley 280-319).

5,491 aquatic athletes representing more than 1161 teams throughout the world
competed at Worlds, according to www.2006finamasters.org. The US had the highest

participation with 3130 athletes. Japan's delegation was second largest with 324
aquatic athletes. Germany was represented by 237 competitors. There were 100 or
more athletes from each of the following nations: Mexico (109), Brazil (118), France
(122), Russia (136), Italy (153), Canada (156) and Great Britain (185). In all, 83
countries and six continents were represented. Only Antarctica failed to produce a
single competitor, although the meet mascot did happen to be a seal of unknown
origin.

Froth of "White Caps" Greets Open
Water Swimmers at Worlds

A shallow in-water start, heavy on-shore wind and white caps, flooding tide, and all-
around tricky course were but some of the challenges 670 swimmers from around the
world faced in Alameda, California during the World Masters Open Water
Championship race on August 11, 2006. Seven Arizona Masters finished the 3K course.

The event was won handily by Jeff Erwin of Boise, Idaho. The 42-year old breezed in
nearly a minute ahead of his closest competitor, crossing the in-water finish line in
39:06. The first female finisher was Susan Preston of Menlo Park, California. The 44-
year old went 41:33 to clinch 12th place overall.

From Arizona, 42-year-old Geoffrey Glaser finished in 42:31 for 7th in his age-group
and 16th overall. Dorr McCall, 25, won her age-group to place 40th overall with 44:16.
Jim Stites, 49, placed 14th in his age group and 101st overall with 46:39. June Hussey,
45, placed 17th in her age group and 288th overall with her time of 54:06. Chris
Fischer's time of 55:47 earned the 41-year old 15th and 331st overall. Judy Gillies
clocked a 1:07.54 to clinch 25th in the women's 55-59 age group and 557th overall.
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Escape From Alcatraz sy junec. Hussey

It was unusually temperate for an early
August morning in San Francisco. That is to
say, the sun was shining and | was
comfortable in my swim parka and sweats.
Last night's empty beer bottles adorned the
otherwise vacant streets approaching Pier 41
near Fisherman’s Wharf. Saturday Tourists
had yet to begin descending in droves.
Along the waterfront, a few Chinese-
speaking elders were throwing their arms
around in routine fashion, warming up for
Tai Chi. We grabbed coffee and pastries at
one of the few stores open and headed for the
pier.

I was surprisingly calm. For months leading
up to this day, my nerves would erupt every
time | thought about swimming from
Alcatraz. It wasn't the distance that made
me nervous. I’'m an experienced ocean
swimmer and 1.2 miles in open water is for
me a piece of cake. But swimming from
Alcatraz? Without a wet suit? The prospect
of hitting those notoriously bone-chilling,
current-churned, shark-filled waters in
nothing but my Speedo was giving me
nightmares.

But not today. Today it just felt meant to be.
First, | found a lucky penny by the parking
meter. | put it in my pocket. Later, | put my
toes in the gently lapping waters at Aquatic
Park. To my delight, it felt almost warm--
nothing like the frigid waters of Cape Cod
I’d trained in the week before. | looked on as
several swimmers, members of San
Francisco’s celebrated Dolphin Club and
South End Rowing Club, swam “laps” in the
large, tranquil cove. In the distance, Alcatraz
loomed large, but not too far away. It was a
beautiful scene. The butterflies I'd been
entertaining flew on their merry way. So
much for the sleepless nights. | couldn’t wait
to get going.

By 7:30, other swimmers were gathering by
the ferry dock. 160 of them in all had come
literally from all over the world to
participate in this “social event,” as FINA
described it in its literature for the World
Masters Championships held earlier in the
week at Stanford University. Yesterday,
about 700 swimmers competed in the 3K
open water world championship race in
Alameda, a fun swim in strong wind, white
caps and incoming tide. Today, there would
be no official race clock, only the promise of
an unforgettable experience swimming
across one of the most fabled stretches of
water in the world.

Moments before boarding the ferry, |
stripped down to suit, caps and goggles,
coated my arms and legs with Vaseline and
handed over my gear to my “shore crew.” |
said goodbye to my sister, Barb, my swim
coach from 35 years ago, Michael, and his
young friend, an aspiring Alcatraz escape
artist himself. All would stay behind and
greet me at the finish.

We boarded the Blue and Gold ferry at 8:15.
The event director, Gary Emich of the South
End Rowing Club, reported the water
temperature today was 60 degrees, balmy by
Bay standards. The swim had been well
timed to coincide with the slack tide,
between the ebb and the flood, so if all went
as planned, the currents would be negligible.
At 9:08 a.m. the first swimmers would jump
by threes off either side of the ferry and
begin their 1.2 mile journey to shore.

On board the ferry, | sat with three other
Master swimmers from Arizona, all of whom
had done this swim before. A show of hands
indicated that most of the other swimmers
aboard, like me, were first timers. As we
pulled away from the pier, nervous energy
filled the air. | could hear conversations in
French, English, Australian as well as a few
languages | did not recognize.

At 8:30, we cruised out of the harbour and
into the bay. The wind was slight and the
waters calm. The view from all sides of the
boat was post-card perfect. To starboard, the
three-masted schooner Balclutha (built in
1886), and beyond it a giant naval ship
guarded the harbour entry. Behind them,
Coit Tower and the Transamerica Building
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defined the skyline. To port, about
three miles away, | could see the Golden
Gate bridge, beyond which lay the
Pacific Ocean. Full steam ahead lay the
Marin Headlands and Alcatraz Island.

From the mid 1930's until the mid 1960's,
Alcatraz was America's premier maximum-
security prison, the final stop for the nation's
most incorrigible inmates. Among the first
to be sent to Alcatraz were Al Capone, Doc
Barker (the last surviving son from the
famous Ma Barker Gang), George
"Machine Gun" Kelly, Robert "Birdman of
Alcatraz" Stroud, Floyd Hamilton (a gang
member and driver for Bonnie and Clyde),
and Alvin "Creepy" Karpis.*

After a brief safety and navigation
meeting on board, the ferry circled the
island clockwise to position itself for the
start. Up close, the remnants of the
decaying buildings looked ominous. As |
looked into their pane-less windows, I
imagined Al “Scarface” Capone peering
out, dreaming of escape.

During the twenty-nine years of the federal
prison’s operation, there were over fourteen
attempted escapes from Alcatraz, in which
thirty-four different men risked their lives to
flee from The Rock. Almost all were
captured. The most famous attempt at
escaping from Alcatraz was carried out by
Frank Lee Morris and brothers Clarence
and John Anglin. In 1962, a fellow inmate
named Allen West helped the trio to devise a
clever plan that involved constructing a raft
and inflatable life vests to navigate the Bay
waters, and human decoys to fool the guards
during the routine counts. Decades later, it
is still unknown whether the inmates ever
succeeded in making their escape. The story
was dramatized in several books, and in the
famous motion picture "Escape from
Alcatraz,"” starring Clint Eastwood and
Fred Ward.?

By 9:02, the ferry was in position. We
could see the bright orange Zodiak that
would lead the way. Assorted boats
from the rowing club were positioning
themselves along the course to assure
swimmers’ safety. Peering back towards
shore, we could just make out the
landmarks. First, we'd head for the
naval ship. Then, a right turn toward
the three-masted schooner. And finally,
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another right toward the large yellow
buoy marking the entrance to the
Aquatic Park cove and the final
stretch “home.”

The race director’s warning rang in
my ears. “If anybody’s still in the
water after an hour and a half, we'll
pull you. By then the flood tide will be
too strong. It brings six feet of water
with it. And whatever you do, don't
wind up by those big yellow buildings
over there.” He pointed to Fort
Mason, just to the right of the
Aquatic Park. “Because if you do, you
might as well let the flood tide carry
you all the way back to Stanford.”
Nervous laughter ensued.

“You will jump by threes in rapid
succession, just like the parachutists
you see jumping out of planes in old
World War 11 movies,” he continued.
The fathers of half this crowd might
have fought for the other side, |
thought. In fact, at their advanced
ages, some of these swimmers could
have fought in that war themselves.

In three minutes the horn would
signal the first groups to commence.
The swimmers began to make their
way toward the exit doors like so
many seals in shiny black skins. About
three-quarters of the swimmers
donned full wet suits.

Under normal circumstances, a jump
from such a ferry would set off a
series of alarming sounds and life-
saving maneuvers. Today, it would be
accompanied by whoops and cheers.
My voice would be among them. For
me, this was the swim of a lifetime.
And I only planned to do it once.

Not wanting to be first to jump, and
not wanting to be last, I positioned
myself near the front of the crowd by
the starboard portal. The crowds
were orderly and polite. No elbowing
or pushing. Afterall, it was a social
event.

The signal came and | watched the
first three swimmers hold their
goggles firmly to their faces and jump
in unison. The water of the Bay closed
over their heads momentarily, then
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amidst a boil of bubbles they emerged,
quickly clearing the way for the next
group. Five seconds later, the second
group received their signal. Some
swimmers hesitated and needed to be
prodded a second time. New swimmers
stepped up. It looked as though I would be
going in the fifth group. As I neared the
platform, I inhaled deeply and said to
myself and anyone else who was listening
“Oh, man, here we go.”

No time to hesitate. The signal came and |
jumped. The jade-colored Bay enveloped
me as | submerged all at once from my
toes to my three-capped head. To my
sweet surprise, my body acclimated
instantly. No ice cream headache. No
hyperventilating. No cramping of foot or
calf. No throbbing ache in my ears.
Remembering to get out of the way
quickly, I surfaced and started stroking to
shore.

After the adrenalin rush subsided, my
stroke count slowed to a steady, strong
pace, and | sighted on the lead boat, 100
yards ahead. Since we didn’t all start at
once, there was very little interference
from other swimmers. Everybody had
their own water. Every 30 strokes or so,
I'd lift my eyes to sight on the lead boat. It
was always there.

I’'m swimming from Alcatraz, | reminded
myself. Breathing off my right shoulder, if
I hesitated long enough, I could see the
outline of the Golden Gate Bridge, bright
orange in the morning sun. I glided easily
over the surface of the San Francisco Bay,
buoyed by its bright aqua waters with a
somewhat chalky hue. I couldn’t see
further than my fingertips. Only a few
times did | let thoughts of what might be
lurking below creep into my head. “For
every shark you see, mate, there are a
thousand that you don't see,” an Aussie
swimmer once told me, “so you might as
well forget about them and just have fun.”
I was having fun, all right. To be truthful,
I didn't really believe there were any
sharks in these waters. It was all just part
of the mythical lore. That was my mantra.

As anticipated, there were two slight turns
to the right. The lead boat was now 200

yards ahead of me, but I could still see
it clearly. Finally, the lead boat
stopped. | passed it on my right as it
idled near the yellow buoy, and
started my 400-yard final sprint to
shore.

Thanks to good planning on the part
of the race director, | felt no current
to speak of. 30 minutes had flown by
and suddenly I found myself standing
in the silty shallows. Before me, a
welcoming crowd applauded and
reached out to help swimmers stand
on their wobbly ankles. I turned back
to check the course. Yup, Alcatraz
was still there. And | was here. That
must mean my mission was
accomplished. After months of
anticipation, it was over all too soon.

I found my shore crew and reunited
with my towel. They reached out and
felt my skin. “You're warm,” they said.
I was indeed. Around me, swimmers
clutched bowls full of hot soup. Some
of their hands, I noticed, were
shaking.

Like many mentally-daunting
challenges, swimming from Alcatraz
proved to be so much easier than |

had feared. Conquering my fears, and
accomplishing this feat, reminded me,
once again, why I love open water
swimming so much. Like the great
Jack LaLanne once told me, “it’s
amazing what your body can do, when
you push your mental limits.”

Following however distantly in Jack’s
giant footsteps (or trailing in his
bubbles, as the case may be), I realize
there will never be a shortage of swim
challenges on this Earth, many of
which are far more daring and distant
than 1 will ever experience. For now,
I’'m content to check Alcatraz off of
my ever expanding list.

1 www.alcatrazhistory.com, Ocean
View Publishing. Copyrighted: 2000,
2002, 2005, and August 2006.

2 1bid.
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