
In Hot Water! 
Swimming #77 Around Key West 

By Bill Welzien 
 

On July 5, 2016, I found myself in hot water. It was time to attempt my #77 
career swim around the island of Key West, Florida. When I say I was in hot water, 
that is an understatement. The water temperature was right at 90 degrees – 
stifling and near oppressive. That being said, I can still take hot water easier than 
anything below 70 degrees. The funny thing is, the air temperature reached about 
the same after the sun rose in the sky. 
 
I have mentioned many times that one of my great challenges in doing these swims 
is finding a kayaker to paddle beside me to provide protecting and hand me my 
bottles. This trip around the island, my kayaker was John Gildersleeve. John 
graduated from Wheaton College back in 2015. He spent the last year teaching at a 
private prep school in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Prior to his graduation John served 
a six-week internship with me in my ministry. He is now planning on entering the US 
Navy, and since he had some time in between leaving his teaching and induction, he 
paid us a visit. He seemed eager to paddle when presented with the opportunity, 
and I was exceeding grateful for his willingness. 
 
We got out to the beach in good time for a 7:00 am start. He had the dubious 
blessing of lathering me with the infamous maximum strength zinc oxide. The wind 
was blowing in from the east southeast. It was about 10-12 miles an hour. We had a 
prayer and headed out to the start pole. According to my trusty Garmin 
Forerunner 910XT, I started at 7:08 am. I knew a cruise ship was due to dock in 
the Key West Harbor and, based on my pace, I figured it would not be a problem. 
 
This was John’s first rodeo around Key West in a kayak. He seemed comfortable 
and competent, and so we headed clockwise in my quest to secure my 77th 
completed swim. You can see by my splits that the first two miles were okay, time-
wise. The water was stifling, and I expected sea lice due to the water 
temperature. My expectation was soon realized. Itchiness started around my neck 
and chest. It does little good to start scratching. You can’t swim and scratch at 
the same time! So that meant I just did my best to ignore the uncomfortable 
sensation. As I approached the radar dish on the Navy base (which indicates mile 
2), I looked up and there was the massive cruise ship entering the Key West 
Harbor. All our timing was right on. The ship would be docked and would pose no 



threat to me. However, as I turned into the harbor, I saw another cruise ship 
already docked. I wondered why I didn’t see that on the schedule. As I took a 
drink from John I remarked that the other ship was unexpected. 
  
I was amazed at how quickly I flew through the harbor. Miles 3,4 and 5 were like 
lightning. I thought I was on line to do a sub 6-hour trip. Mile 6 and 7 continued to 
find me encouraged, but I was devastated by 7 and 8. I didn’t think the wind was 
that strong. I was at a loss to explain a near 47-minute mile upon reaching mile 9. I 
thought once I reached the Cow Key Bridge, I would catch the outgoing tide and 
pick up some time. Sadly, no! The grass on the floor of the Cow Key Channel was 
straight up. I wondered what was wrong. How is it that I arrived at slack tide? I 
decided to head straight up to the Atlantic. Sea lice galore, no tidal push, but 
deeper water. Not much, but it was not “panic” shallow. When I got through Cow 
Key, I saw it was a 33 minute mile. That is slow by normal standards. 
 
I got through and around Dead Man’s Curve, and now I was swimming my last two 
miles. I was baffled and somewhat disappointed as I looked at the watch. Forget 
sub six hours. Soon I realized I would need to forget sub-6:30!. I prayed that I 
might keep this swim under 7:00. I swam hard along the poles that separate beach 
swimmers from boat traffic. I knew I had 9 to pass. I aimed for the pole that was 
once the start pole to be my last. Once I touched that pole, I hit my watch and 
recorded a time of 6:47:26.	
	
John was happy to be finished. The day was brutally hot for both of us. For the 
first time, my Hammer Perpetuum was turning rancid due to the heat. I slowly 
made my way to the beach, a mixture of back and crawl stroke. I was thrilled to 
have completed my 77th swim, but also confused as to how the backside was so 
much slower. 
 
John did a great job. My hat goes off to him. I decided that I would not task him 
with my zinc removal. That job went to my dear wife, Sessie. She was happy to see 
me home alive, but was not excited to inherit that de-zincing job. 
 
After I got cleaned up, I looked at my date book and made an interesting 
discovery. I had been looking at my projected plans for swimming my #78 on 
Tuesday, July 19. Lo and behold, I was supposed to have started an hour later. The 
calendar called for an 8:00 am start on July 5. I also saw that July 5 had scheduled 
two cruise ships in, one at 7:30 and the other at 8:00 am. That told me a lot. It 



also highlights how the tidal current plays into the course. Now it is true I have 
done swims with a 2.5- to 3-hour start and finished near 7 hours, but this is the 
first swim in my memory that I saw the Cow Key Channel flat. 
 
Bottom line, we chalk it up as experience and, even more important, number 77 is in 
the books and I don’t need to swim it again! 
 
When will I attempt my #78? I had plans for either July 19 or 20. Due to weather 
I have revised my schedule for Thursday, July 21. As I look at the weather, it 
looks dicey: thundershowers predicted. If I don’t swim on the 21st (just after the 
full moon), I will wait for the next new moon. We shall see! 
 
Because of the rain and overcast skies the water temperature has cooled down a 
bit to 86.2 degrees at this moment. What about the sea lice itchiness? I did 
nothing. I scratched the first night and after that, it faded. I have been told that 
some ammonia in water will kill the enzymes. It should be applied after a fresh 
water rinse and then sprayed on my itchy areas. I will report back as to the 
effectiveness of this remedy. 
 
Splits	 Time	 Cumulative	

Time	
Moving	
Time	

Distance	 Avg	
Dist/	
Stroke	

Avg	
Pace	

Avg	
Moving	
Pace	

Avg	Swim	
Cadence	

1	 34:22	 34:22	 34:00	 1,760	 1.69	 1:57	 1:56	 27	
2	 34:11	 1:08:33	 33:39	 1,760	 0.86	 1:56	 1:55	 27	
3	 23:52	 1:32:25	 23:10	 1,760	 0.64	 1:21	 1:19	 27	
4	 19:24	 1:51:50	 19:04	 1,760	 0.53	 1:06	 1:05	 27	
5	 21:12	 2:13:01	 20:50	 1,760	 0.45	 1:12	 1:11	 27	
6	 35:09	 2:48:10	 34:56	 1,760	 0.36	 2:00	 1:59	 26	
7	 32:40	 3:20:50	 32:13	 1,760	 0.30	 1:51	 1:50	 26	
8	 37:32	 3:58:22	 36:23	 1,760	 0.25	 2:08	 2:04	 26	
9	 46:16	 4:44:38	 46:03	 1,760	 0.21	 2:38	 2:37	 26	
10	 33:06	 5:17:44	 29:06	 1,760	 0.19	 1:53	 1:39	 26	
11	 37:53	 5:55:37	 37:13	 1,760	 0.17	 2:09	 2:07	 26	
12	 38:45	 6:34:22	 28:37	 1,760	 0.15	 2:12	 1:38	 26	
13	 13:03	 6:47:26	 12:11	 637	 0.05	 2:03	 1:55	 27	

 



Distance:	
21,753	yd	
Calories:	
4,079	C	
Time:	
6:47:26	
Moving	Time:	
6:27:25	
Elapsed	Time:	
6:47:47	
Avg	Pace:	
1:52	min/100	yd	
Avg	Moving	Pace:	
1:47	min/100	yd	
Total	Strokes:	
75,001	
Avg	Stroke	Rate:	
26	strokes/min	
Max	Stroke	Rate:	
54	strokes/min	
Avg	Strokes	Distance:	
5,769/length	
	
 


