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Fantasies and 
Fatigue 

Diana IJad Boats alone 
by Deborah Larned 

It was 1926 and Wall Street gamblers were betting three-to-
one that she ·ct fail: the tides, the currents. the winds, and the 
v,:a\·es were too n1uch for any girl. A day before the great 
event . one London newspaper had already typeset a stuffy 

editorial con1n1enting upon the futility of competitive athletics 
for women. But on August 6th a bobbed-haired butcher's daugh-
ter fron1 N ew York predicted a ·•victory for all women," and a 
lot of skeptics at e their hats. Whil e the whole world watched, 
and her party hung over the side of a nearby tugboat encour-
aging her with jolly renditions of "The Star Spangled B anner" 
and ··Yes, We H ave N o Bananas," 19-year-old Trudy Ederle 
became the first woman t o swim the E nglish Channel. She broke 
the n1en's record by two hours, prompting one newspaper to de· 
cl are that Kipling was right: ··The female of the species is more 
deadly than the male." 

That was fifty years ago, and though Gertrude Ederle will 
always be the inatriarch of marathon swimmers and the person 
responsible for the nearly universal acceptance of women's 
physical education, her title, "Queen of the Niaids, " now belongs 
t o smneone else. Once again N ew York has produced an aquatic 
marvel, and this one looks even more like the genuine article. 

Diana N yad, a 25-year-old N ew Yorker whose name bears a 
remarkable if not uncanny resembl ance to those divine water 
nymphs of Greek legend; is the great est marathon swirnmer in 
the world . L ast year she became the first person to swim across 
Lake Ontario, a 32-mile, 20-hour, non-stop journey in water so 
cold that the average person would be lucky to survive even 
two hours. After a 15-minut e rest , she attempted a recrossing, 
and 8 hours lat er was pulled from the water unconscious and I 7 
pounds lighter than when she began_ P erhaps not deadly, but 
deadly det ermined. 

Diana , a doctoral candidat e in comparative literature and a 
B arn ard College swimming coach , has swum in shark cages in 
the Caribbean and off the shores of Australia , across the bays 
and lakes of Canada and Europe and down the great rivers of 
Latin America and Africa. She has been number one for several 
years, but, for all the attention she has received, she might as 
well have been treading wat er in a mill pond. Only after return-
ing to N ew York was she ''discovered," and even then her debut 
was m arred by distractions. 

Last fall, one day before an oil t anker accidently dumped its 
entire cargo in the E ast River, Diana N yad dove off a pier near 
Gracie M ansion- something M ayor B eame has surely been 
t empted t o do himself- and began a 28-mile swim around M an-
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hattan. Except for a handful of workmen along her route, a 
somewhat stunned group of tourists on the Circle Line Cruise , 
and a few reporters and photographers hovering overhead in a 
helicopter, nobody paid her much attention. Women had done 
such things before, and besides, it was not a "Yes, We Have No 
Bananas" kind of day. Most of the world was watching Lynette 
"Squeaky" Fromme and P atty H earst on the West Coast. Half 
of N ew York was standing outside of a bank in lower Manhattan 
where a young man held several hostages a la Dog Day After-
noon. The rest of New York sped up and down the FDR Drive 
unaware that any living thing was in the water. 

Diana was all alone in the 65-degree water. At 60 strokes a 
minute, 600 strokes a mile, she did the crawl, stopping only mo-
mentarily each hour to flip over on her back and drink a high 
protein "shake" ext ended to her on a pole by her aides on a 
nearby lobster boat. 

Seven hours and 57 minutes lat er, after churning her way 
through the treacherous rip tides of H ell's Gate, not to mention 
N ew York City's raw sewage, Diana emerged having stripped 
an hour off a 192 7 record , which most people never even knew 
existed. She made the front page of the TIMES, but figured it 
was not because of her feat, but because she made good copy. 

For whatever reason, most New Yorkers can now tell you 
something about "that woman who swam around Manhattan." 
Whether Diana objects or not- and for the most part she doesn't 
- her life, her past feats and fiascos, her ambitions, her eating 
and sleeping habits, her "choice" of shampoos and even her 
recently terminated love affair are all a matter of public record. 
But the big question is still a mystery to most New Yorkers, 
whose greatest caloric effort is expended each day in simply 
muscling onto the subway: Why does she do it? 

Marathon swimming is so punishing that Diana doesn't even 
try to justify it. To hear her on the subject, it becomes difficult 
t o imagine how she gets out of bed each morning. " I really don't 
enjoy the training," she said in an interview a month after the 
Manhattan swim. " As a matter of fact, I dread it. Every year 
when the swimming season is over-this year when the Man-
hattan swim was over-I'd love to say 'That's it. I 'm never 
going to swim again.' 

" Just getting in that pool for seven straight hours is unbear-
able t o me. I can't stand it. I'd do anything else instead of swim. 
All those boring hours up and down the pool. It's grueling. 
There's nothing physically pleasurable about it. If you 're doing 
a hard workout, you're throwing up in the gutter. At night you 
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cling t o your pillow and just hope that your body revives before 
you have to go back and do it again." 

Once. while training in Lake Ontario for a big swim in Italy 
the next day, Diana swam about a thousand strokes before she 
realized that her legs were paralyzed from the cold. Unable to 
breathe or scream, and barely able to do the breast stroke, she 
made her way toward shore where a man pulled her from the 
wat er . The normal body temperature of his hands burned her 
skin. It was 40 degrees that day in Ontario. 

Consequently, Diana has nightmares about freezing t o death , 
and now hesita tes momentarily even before jumping into an 
80-dcgrce pool. " M y memory bank is so full of t errible . . . it's 
the worst place to be cold, in the water," she says. "There's 
nothing you can do, you're so exposed. You can't even touch 
or feel yourself. You just have to keep going. Everyone in New 
York was so concerned about t he filth. It doesn't cross my mind, 
not once. I can't worry about what else is in there with me. In 
the Nile there were crocodiles and dead bodies. If I have to swim 
for eight hours in freezing water, I've got other things on my 
mind.'' 

Like most marathon athletes striving t o be the best, Diana is 
willing to endure what the rest of us would call t orture simply 
for the pure and very personal satisfaction of conquering a great 
body of water. 

" In the most concrete sense," Diana says, " the reason I keep 
doing it is for the tremendous rush I get at the end of any 
great swim. Out of all the things that I do and all the curiosity I 
han for life and other activities, there is still nothing greater 
than touching the shore after crossing some great body of water 
knowing that I've done it with my own t wo arms and legs. I'm 
sure there are comparable intellectual experiences, but nothing 
else gives me t his absolute orgasmic high. I'm overwhelmed by 
the strength of my body and the power of my mind. For one 
m'.)ment, just one second, I feel immorta l." 

What makes Diana, "Queen of the Niaids," and separates her 
from other marathon swimmers, even Gertrude Ederle, is her 
fascination-some might say obsession-with the emotional and 
mental phenomena that occur while swimming. Diana says she 
has things on her mind when she's swimming, and she means it 
literally. She has tried LSD and read of the "sensory depriva -
tion" experiments of John Lilly, who found that a person floating 
in a t ank of water with eyes and ears covered becomes dis-
oriented , entering a dream-like state. She can tell you about 
Zen, TM and hypnotism, but for Diana no other consciousness 
expanding experience compares in intensity with marathon 
switnming. 

··The isolation is more extreme than in any other marathon 
sport, more int ense than floating in a sensory deprivation tank. 
I'm cut off physically from communication for hours and hours. 
I've got tight rubber caps over my ears and the water sloshing 
around my head makes me nearly deaf. When I stop, my t rainer 
has to scream at me t o bring me back. 

" I can't see. I've got these dark goggles that are always foggy, 
and in the time I t urn my head to breathe I can't focus. I see this 
vague boat, and if someone writes a message on our blackboard, 
I have to really concentrate to read it. Everything looks blurry 
and strange. After so many hours in the water I go very far away. 
I get into a drifty, mesmerized world of the unconscious, have 
sexual fantasies and flashbacks to my childhood. It 's like dream-
ing hours on end." 

During such a swim .Diana has what most of us would call 
" revelations," but she is quick to point out'tiiat she is not reli-
gious. She describes marathon swimming as " intimatc," and once 
referred to the end of a swim as her "emergence," making it 
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clear that she meant much more than simply getting out of the 
water. After a race shefeels like a "wise old man." She has insights, 
which she says are so profound that they a re unsharable and so 
simple that they seem trite. Once, for example, after finishing a 
swim in Canada, she emerged from the water determined " never 
t o do anything that I don't really \Vant to do." Her success as a 
swimmer, something she attributes to her drifty emotional state 
has given her the kind of self assurance that makes such state-
ments more than mere N ew Year's resolutions. 

She is now t raining t o be " the best squash player in the world," 
and, if confidence and det ermina tion is all that is needed, there 
is no doubt that she'll do it. On Saturdays she plays squash for 
eight hours, sometimes t raveling to three separate racket clubs 
in search of players who can match her pace. As Diana says, 
" With a certain number of months or years and a little bit of 
talent, I believe I could become the best at anything I'd choose. 
Of course, of all the thousands of opportunities to pursue, there 
are going to be some that I just don't have the innate ability 
to do. I can't think of any off hand, but t here must be a few." 

Diana values her trance-like experiences in mara thon swim-
ming so much t hat she is now conducting -her own " dream 
therapy" experiments designed to stimulat e what she calls 
" right lobe," or the more abstract, non-problem-solving thinking 
that occurs while swimming. F rom midnight to S a.m., during 
sleep (she thinks the need for more sleep is based on cultural 
belief and not scientific fact), her " right lobe" hears, but does not 
try to understand, a series of five, hour-long cassette tapes all 
recorded in her own voice. One t ape consists of counting ("some-
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thing so familia r that it's a lmost automatic, and something I do 
from the moment I plunge into a swim"). Others include J ohn 
Lilly discussing sensory deprivation experiences, Proust prose, 
and another of just syllables and vowel sounds. 

Dia na is striving for an a nimal-like consciousness in which her 
imaginati\·e and intuitive faculties interact more fully with her 
rational, problem-solving faculties. Diana calls it ''physical intel-
ligence,'' and the people she most admires a ll have it. Muhammad 
Ali has it. " H e's got his strategy, but he doesn' t say t o himself, 
'Okay, I 'm going to make my feet dance and then the left punch.' 
H e's in a mesmerized world. He's floating. Evonne Goolagong 
has it, but Chris Evert doesn't. I'm sure that at any given mo-
ment all she's thinking about during a game is beating that 
person on the other side of the net. 

"A great quarterback can have it. H e drops back for the pass 
and everything is in slow motion like a dance. H e sees geometrical 
patterns a nd the Yivid colors on the uniforms merging and mov-
ing. H e lets his arm go and feels tremendous strength. It's 
beautiful and perfect." 

This kind of "raw intelligence" is not mystical according to 
Diana, it is just a different kind of consciousness. "When I 
swim I am very conscious, otherwise I couldn't do it. And cer -
t ainly a ny quarterback with two t ons of poundage coming at 
him knows tha t he has three seconds to get rid of that ball or 
h e'll get his ass kicked." 

For most westerners, who separat e consciousness into cate-
gories of normal and pathological without making further dis-
tinctions, Diana must seem otherworldly. But since her Man-
hattan swim, she has been present ed with some fairly down-to-
earth decisions. The business of marathon swimming is growing, 
so much so that Diana now jokingly refers to herself as ''Nyad 
Enterprises.' ' 

She appeared on the H oward Cosell Show riding a killer whale, 
something, she hast ens to add, that she doesn 't plan t o make a 
career doing. She has been approached by the three major t ele-
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v1s1on networks for broadcasting work and by PLAYBOY for a 
centerfold. But she's biding her time. She's already h ad one 
brush with the sexism of the publishing world when a story she 
wrote for ESQUIRE appeared opposite a full-length picture re-
t ouched at t he waistline to give her an hourglass figure. ESQUIRE 
later explained that this kind of body "was more popular.'' 
But Diana, who has a stunningly beautiful and solid body, nur-
tured by her almost exclusive consumption ofraw foods- m eats, 
eggs and veget ables- was annoyed. " I 'm an athlete," she t old 
a N ew York reporter. " I've worked ten years to have this body. 
They'd never do it t o a picture of Muhammad Ali." 

Now she has a whole retinue of advisers, agents and managers 
to handle her details. She's signed a contract with E . P . Dutton 
for her autobiography , has been asked to join the 1976 Olympic 
women's crew t eam though she's never participated in crew 
a nd was invited to compete in last J anuary's women's Supersta r 
competition. 

She plans t o swim each of the Great Lakes this summer and 
has been challenged by Benson Huggard, another U .S . marathon 
swimmer, to a "B attle of the Sexes" race from the Florida K eys 
t o the Bahamas. After " running it through the computer," 
Diana figures it would cover 197 miles and t ake 60-70 hours, not 
the longest swim ever attempted (that was in 1940, a 292-mile 
swim down the Mississippi t aking 90 hours) , but perhaps the 
most difficult. 

Privately, she is considering a solo swim from the K eys t o 
Cuba, an event which she says has " more imaginative possibili-
ties." She is not considering a swim across the White House 
pool t o shake hands with President Ford, though it has been 
suggested. 

So what do you make of Diana N yad, the woman who got 
expelled from the first college she attended for parachuting out of 
a fourth-story dormitory window and later graduated Phi B et a 
Kappa ... the woman who speaks French and German fluently, 
reads Turgenev in the original Russia n and can do 2,000 sit-ups 
at the drop of a ha t? What do you make of a person who runs 10 
miles a d ay, sleeps five hours a night, and consumes 10 times the 
calories of a normal man? What do you m ak e of a person who is 
t oo busy for normal social relations but is willing t o endure 
grueling, nauseating pain for a fleeting moment of immortality 
and a dubious pleasure that comes from total isolation? What 
do you make of a person who will swim 20 hours, pushing herself 
until she loses consciousness? What do you make of a person who 
can and will do anything for 20 hours? 

Diana says that the Canadians think she is a lunatic. She 
laughs it off, but who can blam e them . Others say she h as a 
death wish, but Diana feels that swimming is a "tot ally positive 
thing" and writes them off as ·'unimaginative, uncreative 
Freudia ns who have no idea of their own potentials and are t oo 
scared of failure to try to find out." 

B eing around Diana N yad makes you feel flabby and, if 
nothing else, determined to give up smoking. But what mak es 
her swim is as much of a mystery as ever. About the only thing 
that can b e said with cert aint y is that this woman is no M ark 
Spitz. The night of this interview Diana, who says she feels like 
a sleek cheetah all day- efficient, strong a nd prepared- was 
about t o relax and have dinner with Woody Allen. Who knows, 
maybe the most wonderful klutz in the world can figure her out . 
After meeting Dia na N yad, one can't help believing t hat any-
thing's possible. 63) 

Deborah Larned is a New York City freelan ce writer 
w hose last article for WOMENSPORTS, "Cyndi Meserve 
Takes the Floor," appeared in March, 1975. 
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