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Elaine swimming at Manhattan 
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about her and the channel swim. 

Elaine and her husband Mark, just 
before she enters the Catalina Channel 
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Meet the GTD Swimmer Sonya 
McLaughlin (65-69 age group) 
 
Sonya is a swimmer, golfer, skier and biker.   
Here is another wonderful story about how being 
65 years young does not mean just the rocking 
chair on the front porch! 
 
I grew up on Lake Washington in Seattle and 
from a very young age learned to swim.  The year 
was 1947 and there were few pools. When I got a 
little older I would swim with my Dad along the 
shore to a marina that was probably 2-3 blocks 
walking distance occasionally.  It seemed like real 
work!  My brothers and I water-skied every day all 
summer and in the winter we snow skied (both 
competitively) When I was 16 I injured by back 
trick skiing and found out that I had scoliosis.  

The Dr. said if I did certain exercises, it might straighten out.  They didn't know much in 
those days! 
 
Well, it did not and for the next 15 years, I kept herniating a disc until finally it would not 
heal. 



Through a myleogram (yesterday's version of a MRI, I guess) they found a congenital 
problem that required a spinal fusion and two-level laminectomy.  This was not fun as I 
had three small children.   
 
Once we knew the fusion took, I started lap swimming.  We lived on Bainbridge Island at 
the time and there was no public pool, only a private pool that was open only in the 
summer, but I found a woman who had a small pool (probably 20 yards) covered in her 
back yard.  For a fee, she let people swim and so I would go almost every morning 
before the children woke up and my husband had to leave for work.  I remember starting 
with 10 laps and kept increasing that number.   
 
Finally a public pool was built at the high school and I started swimming there increasing 
my distance, keeping track on a chart in the lobby of the distance swam each time.  I 
loved watching that bar go across the chart!  Through the years and some interesting 
moves, I always found a pool close to home and continued to swim before the family 
woke up!  We lived in Anchorage, Alaska for 4 1/2 years and I remember putting the dog 
in the car and heading for the pool at 5:45 in the morning.  He kept the car seat warm 
while I was swimming!  My daughter got interested in swimming while living in Alaska 
and she started in the 8 and under category and stuck with it through high school and so 
I became a "swim mom" and loved every minute of it. 
We still love to go lap swimming whenever she visits....she likes to go at 5:45 in the 
morning as well.....I prefer a little later now that I am 65 years old. 
  
We now live in Bend, Oregon and the Juniper Swim and Fitness Center is a joy to swim 
at. 
I always was interested in Masters but just couldn't get my act together.  This January I 
saw an article in our local newspaper that talked about the GTD program and the group 
of women in Redmond who were participating.  I thought to myself, "this is perfect!" and 
so I signed up. 
I set myself a goal of 100 miles this year, which might not sound like a lot to most GTD 
participants, but I felt it reasonable.  I have a passion for the game of golf and play at 
least 3 sometimes 4 times a week and I like to ride my bike (I have a 9 mile loop) once a 
week.  In the winter, I still downhill ski at Mt. Bachelor but find as I get older that doing 
more than one of these activities in a day just plain wears me out.  I am at about 55 
miles right now.... on target for more than making my goal, as my swimming will increase 
Oct-Dec.  Right now I go 2-3 times a week and swim 1 mile.  It takes me 45-50 minutes.  
I find the older I get, the slower I am!  Anyone have any thoughts on that? 
  
I can tell you for sure that if it were not for all the laps I have swam over the years, I 
would not be playing golf or downhill skiing.  Swimming has really helped my back be 
strong.  The GTD program really keeps me on track and I have to say I like the old way 
of keeping track better than the new so I keep track both ways. 
  
I am almost retired.... still do some volunteer work and I have a very small part-time 
business I do 4 weeks a year.  We have 6 grandchildren, all learning how to swim and I 
thinking enjoying it a lot.  My other hobbies are knitting, cooking, gardening and an 
occasional game of Canasta with good friends. 
  
A memorable swim story took place two years ago in the Bay of Islands in New 
Zealand.   One day we went on a hunt for dolphins in the wild and when we found them 
and determined it would be safe, we put on our snorkels and fins and got in the water!  It 



was thrilling to say the least but much harder that I thought it would be.  Swimming in 
choppy open water with those creatures all around you was challenging.  They like lots 
of splashing and noise and I found that hard with the snorkel.... kept swallowing water.  I 
will never forget the experience and glad I did it! 
  
What would my friends say about me?  Probably that I don't act my age, have a very 
positive attitude and like to have a lot of fun! 
  
 
 


