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I was about to turn 40, and didn’t feel especially happy about it. 
But heck, since the milestone was unavoidable, I decided I may as 
well commemorate it. The big question was, How?

I opted to take part in Sharkfest 2008, a 1.5-mile swim in San 
Francisco Bay from Alcatraz Island to the city’s Aquatic Park, sans 
wetsuit, in 57-degree water.

It had been more than 20 years since I swam at Hellman Pool 
for coach Karen Koshak. So much has changed at Mills and in my 
own life. Hellman pool has been replaced by Trefethen Aquatic 
Center, and I have become a sleep-deprived, stressed-out, stay-
at-home mother of four healthy, active youngsters. Triplets Jack, 
Mary, and Ben were almost two years old when baby Ivy came 
along. I admit I was feeling old. Luckily, I discovered that swim-
ming a few times a week helped keep me sane. I started training 
with Central Iowa Aquatic Masters and took part in several open 
water races, including a five-kilometer swim in Lake Michigan.

So when I initially heard of Sharkfest, the spontaneous side 
of me thought, “Why not be daring?” Yet the rational side of me 
thought it was absurd, even suicidal.

But many other women have done it, some of them decades ago. 
Anastasia Scott, 17-year-old daughter of a staff sergeant stationed 
at Alcatraz, was the first woman to complete the swim, according 
to the San Francisco Chronicle on October 18, 1933. The reporter 
even noted that Scott did it “without batting a dusky eyelash.”

Some 75 years later, on June 28, 2008, I nervously boarded one 
of the two ferries at Pier 41 and headed to Alcatraz with about 
800 mostly wetsuit-clad swimmers. Apprehensively, I questioned 
why I was there.

When it was my turn to take the plunge, I hesitated slightly 
before diving into the brisk water. Anxious and cold, I focused on 
other remarkable female swimmers in history, such as Olympic 
medalist Gertrude Ederle. Skeptics said Ederle would fail in her 
attempt to cross the English Channel and “that women must 

admit that they would remain forever the weaker sex” (America’s 
Champion Swimmer by David A. Adler). Ederle proved them wrong 
in 1926, when she became the first woman to swim the Channel—
and shattered the men’s record in doing so.

There were some rough parts during the swim from Alcatraz. I’d 
completed races at longer distances in midwestern lakes, but the 
bay felt like a deep chasm of immeasurable depth. I tried to keep 
my stroke strong and my breathing regular despite the waves 
that drenched me each time I turned for air. Gulping seawater, I 
thought of open-water sensation Lynne Cox, who swims through-
out the world in extremely frigid, rough water. At 16, Cox cap-
tured the world record for crossing the English Channel. When 
the cold bay waters chilled me through, I thought, “C’mon, this 
isn’t the South Pole.”

Looking up every few meters, it was difficult to make out San 
Francisco landmarks, such as Coit Tower, because although it was 
a typical foggy morning, smoke still lingered from the California 
wildfires. I was concerned about missing the entrance into Aquatic 
Park, which would have meant the unbeatable current would 
have pulled me too far to swim in. It would also have meant that 
I would have to be brought back to shore on a boat, a huge disap-
pointment. When I saw the Ghirardelli Chocolate sign, one of my 
landmarks, I raced as fast possible. My heart was pounding. Once 
I made it past the jetty walls, I sprinted to the finish.

It’s been 20 years but Koshak’s mantra, “You know yourself,” still 
sticks with me, whether I’m going bonkers raising four youngsters 
or training for a swim. Her words remind me of my potential—and 
limitations—in working to achieve a goal. The challenge of com-
pleting Sharkfest was exhilarating and unforgettable. I finished the 
race in 44 minutes, emerging from the water with salmon-colored 
skin and numb feet, and earned first place in my age group.

Not bad for an old lady. Now what will I do to celebrate my 
fiftieth? 

I dedicate this swim to Sydney Silverman Lindauer ’31, 1909-2005, who led an active life for over nine decades. Until her death,  
Mrs. Lindauer wrote a weekly column for the daily paper in Red Bluff, California, participated in many community causes, and swam 
almost daily. It is my hope that my life will be half as fulfilling. —Colleen Kinney

By Colleen Kinney ’90 
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In 1902, a young Mills student sketched 
a design for a pearl-studded “M” brooch 
for her classmates. She took her sketch to 
then-president Susan Mills, who approved 
the design. For many years, each student 
who wished to own the symbol of endur-
ing ties to their alma mater had to travel to 
the shop of a particular San Francisco jew-
eler with a letter signed by Mrs. Mills con-
firming her status as a Mills College senior 
before a Pearl M could be made for her.

Now, over a century later, those delicate 
jewels still represent the bonds of intel-
lect and emotion that tie Mills alumnae 
together. They’re easier to obtain—Pearl 
M pins are sold at the College bookstore. 
But some pins are earned, not bought. 
The Alumnae Association of Mills College 
holds a small cache of very special pins 
donated by alumnae for a unique pur-
pose. Each spring at the Pearl M Dinner, 
which kicks off Commencement celebra-
tions, the AAMC presents a vintage pin to 
a graduating senior to honor her exem-
plary service to the Alumnae Association 
and the College. 

Rita Faletti ’81 is one student who 
received such recognition when she was 
awarded a Pearl M contributed by Joyce 
Lobner ’13. Faletti researched Lobner’s 
life and found that, while each generation 
sees its struggles as unique, the model of 
the Mills woman who finds her voice and 
the confidence to stand up for her beliefs 
was already in place at the turn of the last 
century. Lobner’s pin—which Faletti still 
wears and cherishes—is a powerful sym-
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bol of the elements of the Mills experi-
ence that stand the test of time.

At this year’s dinner in April, Faletti, 
now a member of the AAMC Board of 
Governors, passed the tradition on to the 
newest generation of Mills alumnae when 
she presented Alison Lazareck ’08 with a 
Pearl M donated by Ann Winsor Doskow 
’57. Doskow, an English major, consid-
ered it a “stroke of luck” to find Mills as a 
transfer student. Like so many alumnae, 
she remains in close touch with her Mills 
friends, who came together last year for 
their 50th Reunion.

Lazareck, a psychology major who 
minored in English, served the AAMC 
and the College while working at the 
Quarterly, the Mills College Annual Fund, 
and Reunions. She exhibits many addi-
tional qualities that hold value over a life-
time: “Alumnae and College staff describe 
Alison as a dedicated Mills woman who is 
bright, hardworking, and cheerful,” Faletti 
said during the presentation.

Lazareck, who began a new job as a 
development associate for a private pri-
mary and middle school in July, reflects, 
“Receiving the pin was a tremendous 
honor. I hugely enjoyed working with 
alumnae, and to be recognized for some-
thing that gave me so much pleasure and 
on-the-job experience was a great cap-
stone to my time at Mills.”

After dinner, with daylight fading from 
campus, an array of tiny lights flickered 
as seniors and alumnae joined together in 
the Lantern Ceremony. Dozens of women 

young and old carried lanterns to the 
Music Building pond, where Jane Cudlip 
King ’42 led the group in songs commem-
orating the shared experiences of Mills 
women, regardless of class year or course 
of study: a love of learning, the strength 
of friendships forged, and the desire to 
go forth and create positive change in 
the world. And so a new group of women 
completed the transition from undergrad-
uate student to Mills alumna that so many 
have undergone before, and that many 
more will undergo in the future.

If you would like to hand down  
your Pearl M to a future Mills senior, 
please contact AAMC President 
Anita Aragon Bowers ’63 at 
AnitaAragonBowers@alumnae.mills.edu 
or 510.430.3374.

P H O T O S B Y  D A N A D AV I S

By Pamela Wilson
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The Offering Table:  
Women Activist Artists from Korea
Curated by Linda Inson Choy ’96
Opening reception: Saturday, 
September 6, 4:00–6:00 pm
Reunion Museum Tour: Registered 
Reunion participants are invited to join 
curator Linda Inson Choy ’96 for a 
guided tour of The Offering Table on 
Saturday, September 19, 1:30–2:30 pm  
or 3:00–4:00 pm.

Ginger Wolfe-Suarez:  
As Long As You Live I Will Live
Curated by Jessica Hough, Mills College 
Art Museum director, this exhibition 
pulls together the artist’s solo works and 
works made with her mother.

www.mills.edu/museum 
510.430.2164

Painting the Glass House:  
Artists Revisit Modern Architecture

Curated by Jessica Hough and Mónica 
Ramirez-Montagut, assistant curator  
of architecture and design, Solomon  
R. Guggenheim Museum

Opening reception: Wednesday, 
January 21, 5:30–7:30 pm
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