
She Swam 110 Miles Through Shark-Infested Waters — No 

Cage, No Sleep, No Turning Back. But Did Diana Nyad 

Really Do It Alone? 
 
Written by Julien Raby 

Last updated on September 26, 2025 

https://boxlifemagazine.com/diana-nyad-cuba-to-florida-swim-controversy/ 

 

 

When Netflix released Nyad , viewers were captivated by the story of a 64-year-old woman 

swimming uninterrupted from Cuba to Florida. But underneath her incredible feat lies a decade-

long controversy about what really happened during that 110-mile marathon swim. 

 

Diana Nyad’s journey redefined the boundaries of human endurance — yet it also opened up 

fierce debates in the marathon swimming community about fairness, definitions, and 

authenticity. 

 

The film celebrates an inspiring story of persistence and friendship, but behind it is a tangled 

battle for recognition that still divides experts and athletes today. 

 

Here’s a deeper look into the achievement, the backlash, and the legacy of a swim that made 

headlines and continues to spark heated discussions. 

 

 

The Record-Breaking Swim from Cuba to Florida 

 

In 2013, Diana Nyad became the first person to swim from Cuba to Florida without a protective 

shark cage. She completed the 110-mile journey across the Florida Straits in approximately 53 

hours at the age of 64. 

 

This was her fifth attempt at the swim, and the triumph came despite treacherous ocean currents, 

box jellyfish stings, harsh weather, and extreme fatigue. Her face was swollen, her speech almost 

incoherent, but when she stepped onto Smathers Beach in Key West, she etched her name into 

history. 

 

“Nobody can ever take that away from us,” Nyad later told TIME. 

 

Her successful swim stunned the world. But it also sparked immediate skepticism from the niche 

but fiercely passionate marathon swimming community. 

 

 

A Sport With No Clear Rulebook 

 

One of the biggest issues fueling the debate is the lack of standardized rules in marathon 

swimming at the time of Nyad’s swim. Unlike Olympic swimming, the open water world lacked 

a single authority or official guide for what qualifies as an “assisted” or “unassisted” swim. 

 

Traditionally, “unassisted” swims—like those across the English Channel—require no physical 

contact, use of performance-enhancing swimwear, or help from support boats. But Nyad swam 

wearing a stinger suit and mask, accompanied by kayakers with shark deterrents, and at times 

was physically assisted when donning the suit or when applying protective ointments. 
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Her critics argue these interventions invalidate her claim. Nyad, however, maintains the gear was 

essential for safety—particularly in jellyfish-infested, shark-filled tropical waters unlike the 

frigid English Channel. 

 

“To swim across the Florida Straits without protection is a death sentence,” she has said in 

various interviews. 

 

 

WOWSA and the Quest for Ratification 

 

After the swim, Nyad sought recognition from the World Open Water Swimming Association 

(WOWSA). Initially, WOWSA did not have the infrastructure or protocols to ratify swims. 

But by 2022, they published a lengthy report noting that there was no known evidence of her 

exiting the water or receiving unauthorized momentum-supporting contact. 

 

Yet in 2023, as interest in her story resurged thanks to the Netflix biopic, WOWSA reversed 

course and stated they would not officially ratify her swim. They cited inconsistent observer 

logs, unverified organization rules, and crew statements with factual discrepancies. 

 

This decision led Guinness World Records to remove Nyad’s accomplishment from its official 

listings. 

 

 

Enter the Marathon Swimmers Federation 

 

Another group, the Marathon Swimmers Federation (MSF) — formed after Nyad’s swim — 

suggested her feat be acknowledged but under a different classification. They deem it an 

“assisted swim,” not unassisted, due to the suits, gear, and safety protocols involved. 

Nyad has since conceded she’s willing to accept that her swim be categorized this way, even 

though she originally pursued it as an unassisted challenge. 

 

 

Why This Swimmer Polarizes the Community 

 

Nyad’s personality hasn’t smoothed the waves of disagreement. Outspoken, charismatic, and 

media-savvy, she stands out in a sport often populated by quiet, humble athletes. 

Her detractors accuse her of seeking attention, exaggerating parts of her prior feats, and 

bypassing traditional channels of community engagement. 

 

Even Ned Denison, head of the International Marathon Swimming Hall of Fame, where Nyad is 

an inductee, stated: “Lifelong friends have fallout over this controversy.” 

 

 

Details That Still Raise Eyebrows 

• Nyad’s speed appeared to nearly double during sections of the swim, which many say is 

unusual unless aided by currents. 

• There are long stretches of missing data logs from observers—over nine hours missing 

during crucial portions. 

• Nyad didn’t pre-define the rules for her swim or seek input from the swimming 

community beforehand, which some see as bad faith. 



 

A Journey That Began in Childhood 

 

Nyad first dreamed of the swim at age nine, when she asked her mother why she couldn’t see 

Cuba from the Florida coast. Her mother replied, “It’s just over the horizon—you could maybe 

swim there someday.” That seed never left her mind. 

 

She became a top swimmer in her youth, but eventually left the sport to become a sports 

broadcaster. At 60, faced with the creeping pressure of mortality, she resurrected her ambition—

proving, at least to herself, that the dream wasn’t over. 

 

 

Behind the Scenes of the Netflix Film Nyad 

 

The biopic, directed by Jimmy Chin and Elizabeth Chai Vasarhelyi, avoids dramatizing the post-

swim controversy. Instead, it highlights the emotional grit and relationship between Nyad 

(played by Annette Bening) and her trainer, Bonnie Stoll (played by Jodie Foster). 

 

“This film was never about a record but was always meant to be about a woman who woke up at 

60 and realized that she wasn’t finished,” said Vasarhelyi. 

 

Nyad was not involved in writing the film but worked closely with Bening to prepare her for the 

physicality of the role. 

 

 

Lasting Legacy or Lingering Doubt? 

 

In sports, legacy is often about more than just records. It’s about the stories that inspire—and the 

ones that challenge us to redefine the limits of human potential. 

 

Diana Nyad’s swim is undeniably an extraordinary feat. Whether or not it’s “official,” it remains 

a powerful example of grit and perseverance. 

 

As the sport of marathon swimming continues to evolve with stricter ratification rules and 

governance bodies, it’s clear that Nyad’s swim was a turning point. 

 

“Our team did what we thought was absolutely fair and square,” Nyad maintains. 

 

The halls of sports history may remain undecided on the technicality, but to many, her message 

resonates far beyond the water: It’s never too late to chase a dream — and make it real, no matter 

how far the horizon may seem. 


