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Diana Nyad 

20 Songs In the Sea 

Sep 

Emily Saliers, one half of the Indigo Girls, was here in Key West last week, performing and we got together to shoot 

the breeze for a couple of hours. She asked if a hum tunes when I’m swimming or use music to get me through. We Join the conversation 

had such fun singing all the different stanzas I use to keep my mind occupied when going day into night, night into 

day, day into night, night into day again. I wish I had Emily’s smooth voice in my ear out there but it was great getting 

to riff duets with her. And she helped me construct my song list. Just as you have certain moods for certain music in 

your car, at home, I might have a song or two in mind to sing over and over for the next few hours in the ocean but 

as I get started with James Taylors’ Carolina in my Mind, I might realize that I’m in much more of a Dylan mood and 

switch over to It Ain’t Me Babe. 

I don’t always sing an entire song. Sometimes I just know every lyric. Mostly it’s because I can’t keep up the 

attention span to go through stanzas and choruses, more stanzas, and remember where I am. So I pick parts of 

songs. Melodies that please my brain. Even though I’m not actually making noise, not hearing any music, going 

through the refrains in my mind gives my ears pleasure, as if the music is alive. 

Neil Young….Knock knock knocking at my cellar door…..the damage done. 

Horse with No Name 

Simon and Garfunkle…..Scarborough Fair, Mrs. Robinson, Troubled Water 

Johnny Cash…..because you’re mine, I walk the line 

Janis Joplin…..Me and Bobby McGee, Summertime 

KD Lang’s Hallelujah 

Michael Buble’s I’m Feeling Good 

So I could sing It Ain’t Me, Babe 300 times. Go away from my window, leave 

at your own chosen speed…..someone to die for you and more…..but it ain’t me 

babe….no, no, no it ain’t me babe…it ain’t me you’re looking for, babe….. 

I do go through that part of the song, imitating his exact inflection, his phraseology 

every note, build to the crescendo and when I finish the first time, I say ONE. 

When I get to 300, I know that I’ve stroked like a metronome for exactly 5 hours. 

And I’m rarely off that time by even as much as a minute. 

The silly, repetitive kind of chain gang songs are very comforting, too. 

She’ll Be Coming Round the Mountain 

I’ve Been Working on the Railroad 

Mindless, easy to remember. 

Mountain climbing friends tell me when the going gets tough in the upper atmosphere, the pack is sapping your 

strength, oxygen is thin, your legs are fried, they often turn to The Bear Goes Over the Mountain….to See What He 

Could See and just repeat, repeat, repeat that child’s song hundreds of times to make the time pass. And of course 

there’s counting. All kinds of counting games. Sets of 1,000, left hand only. Sets of 12, counting every 8th left hand. 

Hundreds of variations. And always, always in four rounds. First English. Then German. Then Spanish. Then French. 

Big psychological lift when I reach French. The home stretch. At least for that mini-goal. 

I do have an MP3 player loaded with great songs. Mamas and the Papas, Little Anthony, Black Eyed Peas, Elton 

John. Works with this incredible bone transference technology. Don’t have to bath a bothersome bud in the ear. Just 

lay the receivers on the temples, attached to the goggles. Made for underwater. Every strum of a guitar, every 

Beatles harmony angelic and clear. But I am bothered by being away 

from my own mind too much. I’ll put the receivers on maybe for 45 minutes every 15 hours or so. Just a little 

something to look forward to. All of this, the music and the counting, are for the hours when the brain is engaged in 

left-lobe thinking. When I’m pretty lucid and present. But then there are the unconscious hours. The right-lobe hours 

when you are dreaming yet awake. When you’re literally watching your unconscious work through illogical but 

revealing images and conclusions. You’re immersed, literally, in state of fairly 

extreme sensory deprivation and it seems the brain is working on both alpha and beta waves all at once. More on 

that trip next time. 
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