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Pre Race 

The day before Escape from Alcatraz I participated in 
a clinic that was put on by the swim director of the 

race (a man who swims from Alcatraz to the mainland 
year-round, has done it over 900 times, and never 

wears a wetsuit).A boat took about 30 of us to 3 

different points on the swim course and we jumped in 
for about 10mins each stop. This gave me a chance to 

test out the temperature, practice sighting, feel the 
currents, etc. The day of the clinic was beautiful and 

calm and the experience really settled my nerves – 
until I showed up the next day for the race and the conditions were…the opposite. 

 
I was early getting to the transition area to set up my bike. I rented a road bike, and 

since I was use to a hybrid I was a little nervous about how I would handle the hilly 
course on an unfamiliar frame. But there was no time to worry about that, I was about 

to jump into that water! That choppy, white-capping, dooms day-looking water! 
 

My parents had come 
from New Brunswick and 

my very good friend, Julie 

had traveled from Calgary 
to support me. That 

morning, Julie saw me off 
on the shuttle that would 

take the participants to 
the Pier where the Ferry 

was to depart. As I 
boarded the shuttle the 

last thing I said to her 
was: “Julie, I’m scared”. 

I was quiet on the ferry ride and found a corner fairly close to the doors. After the pros 
took off and we were filing over the edge of the boat my main concern was being 

jumped on. I let one (very pushy) man in front of me as I repeated to myself ‘jump far, 
stay high. Jump far, stay high’ and before I knew it, it was my turn. 



 

 

 

 

 

The Swim 

During the first few 
seconds of being in 

the water, I was 
panicking. As the 

waves slapped me 
around and the salty 

water filled my 
mouth I swam 

towards to mainland 

but I needed to 
know where the 

safety boats were 
and could I get to them if I needed to. I should probably mention that I have a minor 

phobia of open water; big lakes get to me, let alone the ocean (this did not help my 
situation). After a few minutes I was able to catch my breath and get in to somewhat of 

a rhythm. All the while thinking: ‘Of course no one ever escaped from Alcatraz! This is 
ridiculous!’ However, at that point, I knew that the worst case scenario would be if they 

had to pull me out of the water after an hour; I just had to get through an hour.  
As I got closer to the shore I remember the point in which I knew I was going to make 

it; in under an hour, without any help. Aside from the feeling of the sand under my feet, 
THIS was my high point of the entire race. Knowing I could do it, I started thinking 

about technique; I reached further, straightened my legs, almost…relaxed as the 
adrenaline propelled me forward. 

Not long after hitting the beach, I heard my name. My cheering section was here! By the 

sounds of it, my support trio was as excited as I was that I had finally reach land. 
Although, I was surprised – my mum was more nervous about the swim than I was. 

 
Warm Up Run & T1 

The water was cold, but it wasn’t until I hit the air that I felt it. I 
quickly stripped off my wetsuit and pulled on some sneakers, a 

toque, and mitts. These were waiting at a mini transition area 
right off the beach. We had a ½ mile run to the real T1 where our 

bikes were racked– so off I went. 
When I arrived at T1 I took a gel and ate part of a power bar. 

There was a guy, about my age, who was on the grass beside me. 
He was trying to warm up. He told me he had been pulled out of 

the water almost immediately, he wasn’t expecting the cold. After 
suggesting that he get out of his wet clothes and making sure he 

didn’t need serious medical attention, I wished him the best and 

set out on my bike. 
 



 

 

 

 

The Bike 

The ride was relatively uneventful (thank god).I 

got a feel for the bike over the first mile, which 
was flat. When I hit the first incline it was long and 

steep, as was the second, and third…but what 
goes up, must come down. :) After a few hills 

through a treed area we came upon some 
residential. People were in front of their houses 

cheering, I was distracted by the variety and 
uniqueness of the architecture. Leaving the 

residential area, I was struck by a view I was not 

expecting. All of a sudden we were riding down a 
road on the edge of a cliff and below us was a 

long, beautiful beach with Open Ocean that met 
the horizon. I took everything in as I drifted down 

the hill.  
 

There were no fueling stations on the bike course so my strategy was to drink every 
time I had a chance and with all the twists, turns, and hills, this was just enough to keep 

me energized. 
The turnaround looped a golf course/park which was, simply put, very enjoyable. It was 

peaceful. On the way back I knew what to expect, for the most part. The adrenaline of 
almost being 2/3 done kept my legs pumping back to transition; well… I also desperately 

had to pee. 
 

T2 

By this time the sun was shining so I shed my jacket, changed to running gear, grabbed 
some water and gels, and hit up the port-a-potty! Feeling MUCH better, I was set to 

take on whatever the run course had to throw at me. 
 



 

 

 
The Run 

Cheering right outside transition were my mum and Julie, I gave them a wave and a 
holler and continued along the flat beach towards the Golden Gate Bridge. My dad had 

wandered further down the course and I was happy to see him close to the first aid 
station.  

The run was an out and back so there was a steady stream of people coming both ways. 
A lot of the course had to be run in single file. About 2 miles in, as a string of us were 

steadily ascending some stairs, I was directly behind a man complaining about how he 
‘needed to pass’ and ‘people should know to let the faster runners by’…once the trail 

widened his negativity pushed me in front him, if he wanted to complain, he can do it in 
my dust. 

The course was more of a trail run than anything. There was a single track trail, a gravel 

road, windy wooden stairs, all steadily climbing. The descent was on the side of a road, 
wrapped around a cliff, it lead to another walking trail which opened to the beach. A 

long, flat stint on the sand to the turnaround was the most difficult part of the run, in 
my opinion. Then… there were the infamous sand stairs. I don’t have much to say about 

them, except that once I reached the top I thought to myself: ‘That’s it??’ 
It was pretty much downhill after that – literally. With about 1.5 miles to go, heading 

back to the finish line, Alcatraz Island came into view just behind the Golden Gate 
Bridge. I couldn’t believe that just a few hours before I had swam from there! And soon, 

it would all be over!  
 

The Finish  

As I entered the narrow grassy pathway that lead in between the bleachers and across 

the finish line, I was ready and excited to hear my name and throw my hands in the air 
at the time it was announced. However, the fellow in front of me was a bit of a show 

boat. He decided instead of crossing the finish line to stop and gesture to the crowd to 

cheer louder for him, high five the spectators, jump into the bleachers. As a result, I 
finished the race unnoticed and unannounced.  (whan whan) ☺ I was disappointed…but I 

was done! I could cross is off my bucket list, I could buy the merchandise, I had escaped 
from Alcatraz! 


