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I
n Matthew Quist’s life as a 
Milwaukee police detective 
and crisis negotiator, the psy-
chology concepts he studies at 
Stritch are far from abstract . 
During interrogations, when 

notifying families of a tragic death, and 
in his new role as a polygraph examiner, 
he regularly taps into his understanding 
of human behavior .

But the challenges he faced in his per-
sonal life this year required greater cour-
age and introspection than anything he’s 
confronted on the job . in late summer, 
he completed the Alcatraz 100 “Swim 
of the Centurions,” a 1 .25-mile compe-
tition from Alcatraz island to Aquatic 
Park in San Francisco, traversing unfor-
giving currents in shark-infested waters .

“When i found the race on the inter-
net, i thought that was just hilarious … 
with a police officer escaping from Alca-
traz . i instantly knew i was going to do 
it,” he said . in an attempt to lose weight, 
he had shed about 80 pounds and want-
ed to push himself farther .

Quist spent the summer training 
during any spare time he had outside 
of working long hours, studying for 
his master’s in Clinical Psychology, or 
spending time with his wife and two 
young children . He knew he needed to 

be physically ready, then he read that 
most people drop out of the race for 
psychological reasons . So he worked at 
preparing his mind as well . But a few  
issues threatened to make him think 
twice altogether . 

“i’m really afraid of sharks,” he said . 
then, a few weeks before the event, he 
read that a woman died in San Francisco 
Bay while competing in a similar race .

Four days before the event, he took 
two practice swims in the bay, but that 
did nothing to quell his anxiety . Despite 
coaching from swimming experts, he 
found the current almost immobilizing, 
and his feelings of dread intensified .

“i decided, if the conditions were per-
fect, i’d give it a try,” said Quist, who 
knew he would always be disappointed 
if he didn’t at least try .

Everything aligned perfectly that Sun-
day morning in early September, and 
Quist decided to go for it . outfitted 
head-to-toe in a thermal swim cap, ear 
plugs, goggles and a wetsuit, he nervously 
watched as the clock counted down from 
15 minutes, 10, 5, 2, 1 …and then orga-
nizers announced the start would be de-
layed . this happened not once, but three 
times . “it was just nerve-wracking .” 

Finally, Quist, along with about 500 
other swimmers, jumped off boats into 

the 64-degree water . the shock of the 
cold was nothing compared to the blow 
to the head he suffered when another 
swimmer landed on top of him . But that 
would be the least of his worries during 
the grueling test ahead . Disoriented at 
times, the unrelenting current threatened 
to push him dramatically off course .

“i could not believe that within 15 
minutes, i was absolutely exhausted; 
i was breathing as hard as i possibly 
could,” he said . “then i looked back 
and saw how close Alcatraz was . And i 
thought, it looks like i haven’t even gone 
anywhere …  . i was pretty sure i was not 
going to make it .”

He credits his characteristic tenac-
ity for overcoming utter exhaustion and 
nagging self-doubt and allowing him to 
reach the shore after an hour and four 
minutes of extreme physical strain . He 
felt sheer joy despite leg cramps, a numb 
face and hands, and a sense of disorien-
tation that almost overcame him as he 
struggled to walk across the finish line .

“i don’t typically get emotional during 
athletic events, but i could feel my eyes 
welling up with tears . it was definitely 
one of the happiest times i’ve ever felt .”

next year, Quist hopes to compete 
in the Accenture Escape from Alcatraz 
triathlon, which starts with a 1 .5-mile 
swim, then continues with a hilly 
18-mile bike ride and an 8-mile run on 
rugged trails .

in addition to focusing on maintain-
ing good health to meet the physical 
challenges, he’s excited about finishing 
his master’s and perhaps later pursuing a 
doctoral degree . And he said the intense 
experience of the swim may help him to 
one day become a sports psychologist .
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