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Litchfield Park girl swims

from S.E. prison to shore

in effort to raise money

by Frank Morris
staff writer

The conditions of San Francisco Bay can be turbulent,
but little Emma Villasenor of Litchfield Park faced them
head on, literally, and for a good cause.

Emma, age 9, recently swam roughly 1.5 miles from
Alcatraz Island to the shores of San Francisco in an effort
to raise awareness for drowning prevention.

She joined a team of 49 other youths from across the
Valley, who comprised Team Alcatraz, led by Joe Zemai-
tis.

The group of children, ages 8 to 17, brought in nearly
$50,000 in donations for the Foundation for Aquatics
Safety and Training (FAST), a nonprofit organization

started by Zemaitis to bring attention to childhood drown-

ings.

“Emma has single handedly raised over $3,300 to
benefit FAST, all through her own secure Web site page,
phone calls, T-shirt sales, direct mail and door-to-door,”
the girl’s mother, Melinda, said. “It was quite an accom-
plishment.”

The Litchfield Elementary School pupil said she was
more than happy to partake in the swim, despite the hard
work.

“I really want to help people know they don’t have to
drown,” Emma said. “You should always learn how to
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Escape from Alcatraz

View photo by Ray Thomas

EMMA VILLASENOR, 9, of Litchfield Park trains May 8 at the Southwest Regional YMCA. She is a member of
the Westside Silver Fins. On May 1, Emma “escaped from Alcatraz” in the cold waters of San Francisco Bay.

swim before you’re about 5 or 6 years old, because you
don’t know what will happen if you have a pool in your
backyard.”

Preparing for cold waters

Emma’s been swimming for six years, and has been
on the West Side Silver Fins swim club for the past two
years.

“I just feel it’s very important that my children learn
to swim; that they understand and respect water. Water
safety is a huge issue here in Arizona,” Melinda said.
“My children have been able to swim before they could
walk.”

Zemaitis said Team Alcatraz had been training for the
swim since October, which involved taking the children
to Lake Pleasant and Bartlett Lake during Arizona’s
cooler months.

“We wanted to get them used to cold water,” he said.

While the waters of San Francisco Bay can be treacher-

ous at times, on the day of the swim, May 1, conditions
were ideal, he said.

“The water was 52 degrees, so it was cold, but we got
lucky with a great day,” Zemaitis said. “It was a clear,

sunny day, the waters were calm; it was about the best I'd

ever seen it.”

Fast swimmer

Though this was Emma’s first time partaking in the
swim, the youngster accomplished quite the feat, her
mother said.

“She did the swim in 57 minutes,” Melinda said. “The
closest most of them had come in previous years was an
hour and a half”

To accomplish such a task took a lot of dedication and
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Xstream Development
1st Annual Speed and Agility Camp
June 7, 2008

Location:

Verrado High School
20050 W. Indian School Rd
Buckeye, AZ 85396

Registration Deadlines
May 23, 2008

Registration Fee: $80.00 (T-shirt Included)
Late Registration Fee: $100.00
(T-Shirt Included)

Late Registration will begin at 6:30am
Mail in Registration or Early $ign ups:
May 14th Wednesday, 5pm-8pm,

May 17th Saturday 9am-12pm
$ign Up Locations 140 N. Litchfield Rd., Suite 104,
Goodyear, Arizona 85338

For more information calll
623-313-4538 ¢ 602-881-9198 ¢ 623-332~2538

determination, Emma said.

“Sometimes I felt tired when I breathed too much, so I
had to slow down my breathing and get calmer,” she said.
“And I had to get used to the fear for a while, but when I
got there, I was good.”

Melinda expressed a sense of motherly pride for her
daughter. “I am just ecstatic,” she said. “This was a
personal goal she set for herself and she carried it through
and came through with flying colors.”

Emma felt pretty good about it, too, she said. “I
wanted for me to get a workout and for me to get stron-
ger and just to have fun with it,” the 9-year-old said. “I
got through the fear of the water and the coldness, and I
was just trying my hardest and felt like I'm going really
fast.”

Emma and her team have every reason to be pleased
with their performance, Zemaitis said.

“The training was hard, the swim wasn’t easy; I'm sure
there were times when they wanted to quit,” he said. “But
they worked past the obstacles, and every single kid who
jumped off the boat made it to shore with no problems
whatsoever.”

Plus, it was important for the children to set a goal, he
said. “It’s so important for the kids to know, when they’re
spending that much time and energy doing something,
that they know why they’re doing it.”

“It was just an amazing experience for everybody,”
Melinda said.

To learn about the Foundation for Aquatics Safety and
Training, visit www.thefastfoundation.com.

Frank Morris can be reached by e-mail
at fmorris @westvalleyview.com.
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The Agua Fria
Clothing Bank

will provide School Uniforms for elementary
and middle school students who are living
West of 83rd Ave. and South of Camelback Rd.

Proveeremos Uniformes de €scuela para los
ninos de Primaria y Secundaria que viven al
Oeste de la 83rd y al Sur del Camelback.

School Year/Ano €scolar 2008-2009

SIGN-UP DAYS:

May 12 — May 22
9:00 A.M. — NOON
| REQUISITES:

1) Proof of income
Prueba de Ingreso

2) Proof of school
Prueba de €scuela

3) Proof of Address
Prueba de Domicilio

4) Birth certificate
Acta de Nacimiento

For information or donations call.

Para Informacion y donaciones.

g— (623) 932-9135
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