
5th-grade story transcriptions 
  
Other Shores, 1978, pp. 65-66 

 

Here’s an essay I wrote at the age of ten as a fifth-grade assignment. 

 

WHAT I WILL DO FOR THE REST OF MY LIFE 

 

My mother says that her father lived to be 79. Her mother’s still living and my 

father's parents are still living. It would probably be a good guess that I will live to 80 

years. Which means I have 70 years to go.  

I want to see all the countries in the world and learn all the languages. I want to have 

thousands of friends and I want all my friends to be different. I want to play six 

instruments. I want to be the best in the world at two things. I want to be a great athlete 

and I want to be a great surgeon.  

I need to practice very hard every day. I need to sleep as little as possible. I need to 

read at least one major book every week. I need to remember that my 70 years are going 

to go by too quickly. 

 

Oprah, 15 Oct 2013 

 

My mother says that her father lived to be 79.* Her mother’s still living and my father's 

parents are still living. It would probably be a good guess that I will live to 80 years. 

Which means I have 70 years left to go. I want to see all the countries of the world and 

learn all the languages. I want to have thousands of friends and I want all my friends to 

be different. I want to play six instruments. I want to be the best in the world at two 

things. I want to be a great athlete and I want to be a great surgeon. I need to practice 

very hard every day. I need to sleep as little as possible. I need to read at least one major 

book every week. I need to remember that my 70 years are going to go by too quickly. 

 
*Nyad’s grandmother lived to be 79, not her grandfather. He died at 58. But Nyad knows he died young. She 

writes about it in Find A Way.  

 

Press Conference, 3 Sep 2013 (complete press conference—essay at 52:55) 

 

When I was 10, I wrote an essay. And when the Manhattan Island swim happened, the 

teacher I had in fifth grade, sent me this letter, she had saved a few of her students essays, 

and it said, Well, I'm 10 years old now. And I heard I got never got to meet my 

grandparents, but I heard they lived to be you know, whatever. 86 and 85 and 82. And so 

if I take the mean average of that I'm going to live to be 83. That means I only have 73 

left. And I want to be a doctor, and I want to speak all the languages of the world, and I 

want to help people and be a philanthropist. I want to be a great athlete. So you know, it's 

just kids stuff like I want to be a firefighter I think that was the one woman show this is 

just gonna be happening. To me, I think that there was a pressure that I've always felt a 

pressure to not lie around on the couch and eat Cheetos. 

 

New Yorker, “Breaking the Waves,” 2 Feb 2014 

 

In fifth grade, she wrote an essay called “What I Will Do for the Rest of My Life,” in 

which she announced, “I want to play six instruments. I want to be the best in the world 
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at two things. I want to be a great athlete and I want to be a great surgeon. I need to 

practice hard every day. I need to sleep as little as possible.”  

 

Find a Way, 2015, pp. 43-44: 

 

By age ten I also felt the pressure of the clock ticking. My teacher at the time had us all 

write an essay about what we wanted to do when we grew up. . . The thrust of it was that 

I had evidently discovered my grandparents had died in their early to mid-eighties, one in 

his early seventies, and I seemed to be very concerned that I then only had about seventy 

years to go, perhaps only sixty. While most ten-year-olds can’t imagine being eleven, I 

was fixated on the alarming speed of the passing days. There was too much to do, too 

many things to become, not enough time. 

 

WGBH, 17 Feb 2016, 15:54 (Complete interview) 

 

But when I was little, literally nine, ten years old, I had a fear, a choking anxiety, about 

life going by too quickly. I wrote a little essay when I was 10. And I said, I never knew 

my grandparents. I don’t know anything about them. [but she talks at length about 

them in Find a Way] My mother was adopted, etc. [probably not] But let's just say 

I'm going to live to 85. Well, I'm 10. I only have 75 to go. I better get busy. How am I 

possibly g-? So that was a child's vision. But I have had this ticking clock like, even if I 

don't succeed, just don't let it slip by. That's the ethic. 

 

OUTWORDS, 21 Mar 2018, 14:10 

 

I happened to write an essay when I was 10 that years later, when I swam around 

Manhattan and had a little bit of notoriety for that. The second-grade teacher I had, age 

10, when I was age 10, had saved, she was one of these dedicated teachers who saved all 

her kids’ essays. She had saved mine during that year when that essay was something 

like, “What am I going to do for the rest of my life?” So you sit down, and I didn't . . . 

write most of the boys of that era wrote, “I'm going to be a fireman,” and most of the girls 

wrote, “I'm going to be a teacher or a nurse.” And I wrote nothing like that I wrote, “I just 

found out I don't know my grandparents, but I asked my I asked my parents, I found out 

that my [grand]parents probably lived—they didn't know them either—to be maybe in 

their 80s. So, I'm 10. I only have 70 years. But I better get going. It's . . . tempus fugit, 

you know.  

 

Bold Missy Brewery, 14 Nov 2019, 35:59 (complete interview here) 

 

So, for some reason . . . so, I only tell this not to say that I’m special. It was just me, and 

I'm not sure where it came from. But when I was 10, which is fifth grade, our teacher 

said, “The essay for this week is ‘What do I want to be when I grow up?’” So I was in an 

era where all boys wanted to be firefighters and policemen, and all girls wanted to be 

nurses and teachers. That was that era. it was the 1950s. And for some reason, my little 

essay—my teacher saved it, so I hadn't many years later—it started out with, “Oh my 

god. I didn't know any of my grandparents, but I've done a little research, and now I 

found out they all lived to be about early 80s. That means I’m 10, I only have 72 years 

left. [unintelligible] get with it!” So, for some reason, I feel—going back to the word 

“engage” and that value of just plain engaging. It might be the wrong step. What did 

Goethe say? He said, “you might be confused, you don’t know where you want to 

go. . . .” 
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RE:INVENTION Virtual Chat, 23 May 2020, 11:35 

 

But I tell ya', when I was in fifth grade — and I remember this because I had a teacher 

that I just love. We all have our favorite teacher. And later in life, when I swam around 

Manhattan Island, she had read about in the press. She was far retired. Her name was 

Mrs. Farr, F-A-R-R, she sent me an essay I had written. It wasn't so special. She kept 

every essay of every kid she ever had, teaching second grade over 50 years.  

  

But the essay was: what I'm gonna to do for the rest of my life. All the boys in the class, 

because this was of the era, they wanted to be policemen or firefighters, every single one 

of them. All the girls wanted to be nurses, or teachers, every single one of them. And my 

essay was all about angst of how little time there is left. [unintelligable]. I'm nine years 

old. I'm almost 10. You know, what if I only live to be 80? That means I've only got 70 

years to live. It's all going by, it's unraveling. I've got to, I've got to do more, I've got to 

grab hold of it.  

 

Fail It Forward, 26 Apr 2021, 13:40 

 

I was in a fifth-grade class, okay? So, you're 10. And the teacher said, “Okay, the essay—

you gotta come in tomorrow with an essay—that’s just titled, “What I Want To Do With 

The Rest Of My Life.” So, you're 10. So I said to my mom, “I never got to know any of 

my grandparents. You know, how old were they when they died?” And she said, “Well, 

it's hard to figure because . . . these circumstances, but I'd say they were mostly in their 

early 80s, as they say.” So, my essay was all about, I only have 70 years left, look what 

I've done with the first 10. I've wasted a lot of time doing this and this, and I better get 

down to it. And it was all filled with childish things of you know, I want to be a doctor 

and I want to save the world and I want to, you know. . . . But mostly the gist of it was, 

already at age 10, when most kids can't even imagine being 11, I was thinking, “The 

clock is ticking, tempus fugit, I better get busy I better not waste a moment. I better go to 

bed every night saying, “Wowwww—I just couldn’t do any more with that day, could I?” 

 

Coach-A-Palooza, 12 Jun 2021 

 

When I was 10 years old, I wrote an essay for school called, “[What Are You Going To 

Do] With The Rest Of Your Life?” Like any 10-year-old, [I can’t] even imagine being 

11. But I said, “Well, it seems that my grandparents lived into their mid 80s. That means 

I only have 75 years to go. So there's something, there's an impulse in me, that says, “I 

don't want to waste a day.”  

 

Startup to Storefront, Jul 2021 — 8 years old, third grade 

 

And for some reason, I had a fear and a drive very young about this whole life going by 

too fast. I wrote a little essay for third grade. So, you're eight, and the essay was, “What 

Do You What Do You Want To Do For The Rest Of Your Life?” And so most people in 

my class who are, you know, it was simple, “I want to be a nurse, I want to help people, I 

want to be a firefighter, I want to, you know. . . .” But I wrote, “I never got to know any 

of my grandparents, but I understand that they all lived to be in their mid 80s or so. So, 

I'm eight now. That means I only have 75 years left. I've already wasted eight, I didn't do 

enough with that eight.” So, I've had this ticking of the clock. 
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