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Foreword


By Sir Ben Ainslie


Lijia Xu (Lily, as those of us in the west know her) is a true sailing champion. To date she has won the Optimist Girls World Championship twice, the Laser Radial Women’s World Championship and a gold medal in the 2012 London Olympic Games, as well as many other Regional and National Titles.


This impressive list makes her an inspiration for sailors, particularly female sailors, around the world. But, as this fascinating autobiography reveals, there is far more to Lily than the medals she has won.


Brought up in a country and region without a strong competitive sailing heritage, Lily was the first ever Asian dinghy gold medallist. To achieve this, she had to supplement the Chinese emphasis on relentless training with help from outside China to really hone her sailing skills. On top of this, she had to overcome inherited physical frailties and career threatening injuries.


Golden Lily is an enthralling account of Lily’s life, whilst also being a fascinating eye-opener into the Chinese sports ‘machine’, where people like Lily become professional sportspeople at the age of 10, shedding light on the reality of growing up as a state-sponsored child athlete.


Lily and I shared many precious memories in 2012. We both won sailing gold medals, we both carried our country’s national flag at the Olympic Closing Ceremony and we were both voted ISAF Rolex World Sailors of the Year.


I have nothing but respect for Lily. I commend this book to anyone interested in sailing, sport or the differences between east and west.


Sir Ben Ainslie










Prologue


Before I start my story, let me pick some English names for my Chinese coaches and team members to help you recognise and remember them:
















	Lily


	My English name







	Juliet


	My Optimist coach with the Shanghai Sailing Team







	Echo


	An Optimist sailor who then moved to the Laser Radial







	Lima


	Head coach of the Chinese Olympic Sailing Team







	Zulu


	Team leader of the Chinese Olympic Sailing Team







	Yankee


	Former team leader before Zulu







	Quebec


	Director of the Chinese Yachting Association







	Golf


	Team doctor










As well as my personal story, dotted throughout the book are ‘interludes’ where I share my thoughts on some aspects of being a professional sportswoman and ‘positive affirmations’ which I wrote during my career. I pinned these positive affirmations up on my wall and read them every day. They helped to shape my success. The most precious one is the one I wrote one year before the London Olympics about what it felt like to be the Olympic Champion. Be positive and dreams do come true!










Chapter 1


Golden Lily


“One day you will wake up and it is 30th July.” (This date was the first day of racing for the Laser Radial class in the London 2012 Olympic Games.)


This was a sentence my English coach, Jon Emmett, said to me one year before the London Olympics, and he frequently reminded me. He was trying to help me prepare for this feeling at the start of this big event. And now it was here!


Since there was limited accreditation for each team, only Lima was registered as my coach and Jon wasn’t even able to enter the Olympic Venue or Athletes’ Village. My Chinese mobile phone and laptop had been confiscated by the team, just as it had been in the last Olympic Games in Qingdao. My coaches and leaders believed that I would be protected from pressure and distraction if I was not able to contact anyone in China during the event.


Fortunately I could still use my UK phone and keep up communication with Jon. He had set his own phone on ‘outdoor mode’ 24 hours a day during the Olympics and I knew that I could always speak to him, day or night. Every morning I would receive detailed e-mails from Jon with that day’s analysis of the weather, course area, race strategy and key words I needed to remember. Then I would give him a call for a short conversation, instead of a face-to-face meeting, before heading to the venue. He would always end the call with a few final positive words, like “I believe in you”; “We strive to do our very best, hand in hand”; “Let us make the most of the Games”; “Work hard and have fun”; “Every day, in every way, I get better and better”; and so on.


After racing we would meet in the gym, doing some light aerobics, followed by a deep stretch to help my body recover quicker. In order to make it less obvious, Jon borrowed his mother’s car, rather than driving his van which had a big logo saying ‘Jon Emmett Sailing’ on it. As usual, we used that time to do our debrief, but this week it was more about psychological topics than sailing.


As Ben Ainslie put in his book, Close to the Wind: “I was nervous that first day for sure. I don’t think you’d be human if you didn’t show some nerves.” If even the greatest sailing legend in the world gets nervous, how could I not miss the occasional heart beat? Yes, I had times of stress as well.


Armed with my experience from the last Olympics, I didn’t resist it. Instead, I acknowledged it and welcomed the fact that every competitor was under a certain pressure, big or small. What matters is how you deal with it and still perform the best you can. Indeed, all my effort went into controlling the pressure, and I just raced with my subconscious mind. This is where mental visualisation plays a crucial role. By visualising over and over again, I created the perfect image in my memory bank, so that I could perform effortlessly without thinking about it, since it was already second nature to me.


On the first day of racing, I got a fifth and eighth, and was lying fifth overall. I felt my approach and style was too conservative and wasn’t really stretching my sailing fully. Part of the reason for this was that I used to be frequently scored OCS (on the course side) or BFD (black flagged for being over the start line), resulting in disqualification from the race. I am very good at positioning myself at the favoured end of the starting line, but it is the riskiest place to be. It is a double-edged sword: most of the time I would be among the leading group from right after the start to the finish, but it has also cost me many championships over the years. In the 2007, 2008, 2009, 2011 and 2012 Women’s Laser Radial World Championships I was disqualified in at least one race because of this. Apart from 2011 in Perth, I was so close to many World Championships which I didn’t win for this reason. The cost is so high that I decided to play it safe in the Olympics. I would rather start conservatively, with the chance of catching up later, than get an OCS and be completely out of contention.


Annalise Murphy, from Ireland, had a brilliant start to the Games, scoring four first places in a row. After two days’ racing I was 23 points behind Annalise and in fifth place. From the third day onwards, I consistently climbed up the leader board every day, and entered the final Medal Race with the yellow (leader’s) bib.


This race was going to be a fierce competition. Of the top four sailors (Lijia Xu, China; Marit Brouwmeester, Netherlands; Annalise Murphy, Ireland; Evi Van Acker, Belgium): whoever won the Medal Race would be the Olympic Champion. It had been a pretty dramatic series as all the medal hopes had had some ups and downs – and after ten races we would start even again, for possibly the most important race in all our lives.


The intense atmosphere made it feel difficult to breathe, and I am sure many others, from all over the world, experienced a sleepless night, whether they were sailors, families, friends, coaches, leaders, fans or sponsors.


I spent most of my spare time before the race using visualisation. I went through the perfect race in my mind over and over again, in vivid detail, as if I was actually sailing on the sea, experiencing the scene, the sound, the smell and the feel. I imagined myself as an elegant actress, facing millions of spectators and live TV viewers, thousands of home supporters, hundreds of journalists and dozens of cameras. I was going to give my best performance to the whole world!


In between my mental visualisation I would switch on the music, set to replay one song which best suited the scenario at that special moment, singing along to relax myself:


Got sun in my eyes


Got wind in my sails


The future at my feet


The best in life is yet to come cos I believe


I’m givin’ it all for joy


I’m givin’ it everything with all my heart


I’m givin’ it all to prove


You never know your limit


When the passion drives you


All for joy


I’m aiming for better than the best I’ve got


I’m givin’ it all to prove


You never know your limit, power is inside you


(All For Joy, © Lyricist: Sharon Kwan; Composer: David Tao)


I heard this song performed in a stadium at an event organised by my sponsor, BMW, earlier in 2012. It was written specially for BMW and the launch of their support of the Olympic Games. At first I was just attracted by the melody as I couldn’t hear the words clearly. Immediately after the event, I searched for the name of the song, downloaded it and looked closely at those words and what they meant. Wow, it was as if it was written for me! It was such a happy discovery and later it became the theme tune of my London Olympic Games. My final race strategy was that simple: ALL FOR JOY! “I am giving it everything with all of my heart!” I sang loudly with the music.


In the last briefing with Jon he told me to sail my own race and follow my instinct. He reminded me that, as far as Rule 42 (making the boat go faster through certain actions like pumping, rocking or sculling) was concerned, there was a different penalty in the Medal Race from the rest of the regatta. Usually when you are first whistled for breaking Rule 42, you have to do two turns, and the second time it happens in a regatta you have to retire from the race. I already had received one penalty in the regatta, so normally another one in this race would mean I would have to retire from the Medal Race, with no chance of a medal. But it is different for the Medal Race and every whistle means ‘just’ a two turn penalty.


Jon carefully checked that day’s forecast and observed that there might be some shifts to the right. His final words on the phone were “sail like a new regatta and embrace every challenge”. Jon made me laugh several times that morning, making me feel happy and relaxed. He knew it was going to be a good day, but didn’t know just how good.


Before launching, every sailor had to go through the media zone for interviews. As it says in the song, I said that I was going to give it all for joy, with all of my heart. When each of us spoke you could almost hear our coaches’ words, as they had repeatedly said some key words to us. This was true for me, Marit and Evi, although Annalise did not appear in front of the camera; it was her coach who did the interview for her.


The conditions for our Medal Race were very different from the previous ones. The wind had been lighter for the previous Medal Races and the left hand side of the beat had been favoured. For our race, there was still more wind on the left, but because the wind was stronger, the extra pressure would not give more speed. Jon advised me that the shifts on the right (near the land) would be more important.


I asked Jon how windy it was and he assured me it wouldn’t be too windy as the wind would be strongest for the Men’s Laser Medal Race after ours. Thank goodness we had our Medal Race before the wind increased.


I launched an hour before the scheduled starting time as usual. I did my normal pre-race routine and everything was well planned. It was a westerly wind of 12-15 knots. The Medal Race was held on the Nothe course area, where it could be very shifty since it was close to the shore. After checking the course three times (upwind and downwind), and tracking the wind for about 30 minutes, I found out that there was always a wind bend on the right hand side, but more wind on the left, upwind.


Before starting, Lima told me that, based on past data on this area and in this wind direction, the left hand side had a higher ratio of winning upwind. Meanwhile, the starting line was biased towards the pin end (left hand side) by about 15 degrees. Now I had to make the decision about which side of the course I was going to sail, based on this information about this tricky area.


In the end, I chose to start by the pin end (left hand side) and tack onto port (to go right) at the first opportunity, to take advantage of the wind bend on the right hand side upwind. I would then sail high after rounding the windward mark to get the left-hand side gusts on the run (which would actually be the right-hand side downwind).


I had a so-so start as I managed to position myself as the second boat next to the leeward end (pin), but my acceleration wasn’t good enough. Within a minute, I was overtaken by Marit (NED) who was the third boat by the pin.


“No problem, Lily, I can now tack onto port and head for the right hand side of the course”, I said to myself and did so. But I was then almost last as I had to duck (sail behind) all the right-of-way boats on starboard. Despite this temporary loss, I actually felt more confident heading to the right because I was on the best lift (or heading) on port. This meant that all the starboard boats were sailing lower than the average heading, because of the oscillating wind shift to the left.


It was risky because the majority of the fleet were sailing to the left and only two boats were on the right. If my judgement turned out to be wrong, then my game was over – I would be off the podium, or certainly not on the top of it. However, my port tack angle was so high that I was convinced that I should continue on this route without any hesitation.


As I anticipated, the wind started to shift back to the right before I reached the lay line (the course to round the mark). I tacked immediately and the wind kept veering, taking me up all the way to the first mark. I was second after crossing all the other boats. Annalise (IRL) was leading the fleet and she was, no doubt, the fastest upwind in medium to strong winds.


After rounding the windward mark I sailed to the right, as I had intended, to stay in the best wind pressure, and soon overtook the Irish boat. Suddenly I heard a whistle coming from behind. Looking back, a judge was pointing a yellow flag at me and hailed “China”! I was being penalised for breaking Rule 42. It is strange that I have rarely been whistled and got a yellow flag, but did in my two Olympic Games. I am a very smooth sailor and struggle to do manoeuvres aggressively, whereas Marit and Evi’s combative sailing styles have led to them having had several whistles from the judges (including at this Olympics).


Well, it wasn’t going to matter since Jon had reminded me that it did not mean a retirement in the Medal Race and I had imagined so many times how to deal with different types of on-the-water incidents. I didn’t even waste a moment to reflect on what had happened or what went wrong. Instead, I accepted it, dealt with it, let it go and promptly focussed back on my race. Watching the live TV ashore, Jon was also relieved that he had reminded me I did not have to retire and was pleased to see me take the penalty quickly.


This approach was deeply rooted in my subconscious and I reacted quickly with a penalty turn and then concentrated on my downwind steering again. I was completely unaware of my position at that point and it was not until I watched the video on shore afterwards that I realised that I had dropped from first to fourth place. It seems that I was wholly engaged in my own race and didn’t bother to think about anything that was beyond my control. I don’t know how I passed the other three boats to be leading again, but we were all very close to each other.


Before rounding the leeward mark, GBR and NED attempted to get an overlap inside me (and so have the right to go inside me at the mark) by sailing much higher than the lay line to the mark. I luffed firmly not to give them any chances.


*


It is worth mentioning a story linked to this successful tactical execution. It happened one day when we were sailing in Dongshan (China). I encountered a similar scenario and sailed ‘kindly’ to let my teammate establish an inside overlap. Afterwards Jon stopped his boat and talked to me earnestly for half an hour about my wrong attitude. I said to him “why take it so seriously since it is only a training session”. That day he made me never forget that situation and the principle of treating every training experience as real racing. And now that little talk, and my confident implementation, was going to help decide the outcome of an Olympic Games!


*


Going back to my final race, I managed to protect my leading position all the way to the finish by combining tactics with playing the shifts. At the finish line I couldn’t help myself and shouted loudly and raised my arm to celebrate my victory. I kissed my boat and thanked her for her cooperation and company on this wonderful journey.




[image: Whilst on the water, sailor bends forward to kiss the deck of her boat.]


2012 Olympic Games, London. “I kissed my boat and thanked her for her cooperation and company on this wonderful journey.”
Photo © Clive Mason / Staff








Marit (NED) was next, following about 30 metres behind, and claimed the silver medal. Evi (BEL) was the third finisher in that Medal Race and got a bronze overall.


For the first time in my life, Lima and Quebec hugged me to celebrate when I approached the coaches’ RIB. I could hardly conceal my excitement, raising and waving the Chinese flag high up with the sail. In that moment, history was made – the first sailing dinghy gold medal for China and Asia! I was the shiniest ‘actress’ that day and I succeeded in presenting my very best ‘show’ to the whole world. It was the proudest moment of my career.


Jon was not given a ticket to the prize giving, nor was he invited to the house where all the Chinese were celebrating. He went to the other sailors’ overnight party which I missed. Early the next morning, Jon and I managed to meet up on the top of Portland while the rest of the team were sleeping off the celebrations from the night before. We celebrated with champagne while watching a stunning sunrise. No words were needed at that fabulous and meaningful moment. We made it! Jon and Lily as a team, hand in hand, went through all the difficulties and barriers and achieved our ultimate goal – to be an Olympic Champion.


“Go confidently in the direction of your dreams. Live the life you’ve imagined.” (Henry David Thoreau)










Chapter 2


My Family


I was born in 1987 in Shanghai, the largest city in China. Five of us shared a two bedroom flat which was just 20 square metres. My grandparents lived in one room, while I shared the other room with my parents, all sleeping on the same bed. This is how it was for the majority of city dwellers – only suburban families would have their own, more spacious, home.




[image: Baby being held by her grandparents.]


1988 My grandparents doted on me when I was a baby. I wish that they could have seen me achieve all that I have done today










[image: Teenage girl standing between seated elderly man and woman, smiling for the camera.]


2005 The roles began to reverse as I grew up. Here I am with my grandparents, aged 18








My parents met through a mutual acquaintance and began dating soon afterwards. Although their relationship felt more like a partnership than a romance, it reflected the values that shaped many marriages of that era. In Chinese culture, compatibility – including family background, education and financial stability – is often prioritised in relationships. This may sound strange and superficial to western readers, but, with a history of arranged marriages for hundreds of years, the freedom to choose who to marry is already a significant step forward!


My mum, who stands at 174cm, was considered very tall in China, and this caused her a lot of problems in finding a partner. Dad turned up just in time, with a height of 180cm; Shanghainese; big eyes; smart mind; humorous and the youngest in his family, meaning he was well taken care of.


My father took advantage of the fact that he could stay in my mum’s home with her parents because she was the only child in Shanghai (my mum’s brothers and sisters lived in another province). He saw my mother as a tall, quiet and diligent woman who could do all the housework.


Their approach to choosing and deciding on a marriage partner was based on this belief in matching, and they don’t see anything wrong with this since it is what happens for most Chinese. They do not believe there is true love in this world and are quite happy with the idea of finding a suitable match to make do with. I have never heard them saying “I love you”, or kissing or hugging (at least not in front of me). It seems that all their love was directed towards me.


However, at the same time, I also experienced many quarrels and domestic violence. My father has a bad temper and he can fight with anyone when he loses it. As a result, both my grandma and my mum suffered physically and mentally, but they never called the police, just the ambulance.


I once asked my mother how she could put up with this and whether she had ever thought about divorce. Without doubt she experienced a lot of pain and had considered separation, but she was never brave enough to take any action, fearing the effect it would have on me and the family’s reputation.


I once said to her: “Mum, if you are not happy in your life with dad, you should divorce and find another path which may give you joy. Do not let how it looks to others hinder your pursuit of a healthy, enjoyable and meaningful life.” But she refused, however hard I tried to persuade her.


I love my parents, but I must admit that I don’t relish staying with them for a long period as the atmosphere is often negative; filled with lots of complaints, criticism, blame and argument.


Their approach to parenting was again rather different to what most readers would be used to. My dad would usually punish me if I made a mistake. I would be made to kneel on a wooden washboard and he would slap my face or smack my bottom with slippers. The most serious punishment was when they shut me outside and did not allow me back into the flat.


All of these things happened before I was 10 years old, because it was then that I left home to sail, and it never happened afterwards because I had so little holiday to go back home and see my parents.


Away from home I also experienced violence against children in both the swimming and sailing teams. The belief was that the young wouldn’t learn and change without suffering pain. My swimming coach, standing on one end of the pool, would swing a thick elastic band in a circle. As we turned at the end of a length, our arms and legs couldn’t escape being hit by the band and we would have to continue swimming in pain, with clear red marks on all four limbs. In the sailing team, apart from the regular slap on the head or standing for long hours facing the wall, the most popular punishment was running. After being ordered to run an extra five or ten kilometres in the dark at the end of the day, few would dare make the same mistake again.


I didn’t feel particularly bad about these punishments at the time because the same things happened to many other children. But, looking back on it, I think it was probably one of the reasons why my character is to be obedient and why I behave as a ‘good girl’ (as perceived by Chinese parents). However, in the long term I do think it had some negative effect; stopping me thinking critically for myself.


My parents also taught me to be a mean, stingy person – to keep things for myself rather than share with others. This is a Shanghai trait. The Shanghainese have a good reputation for being shrewd and smart, but a bad one for being selfish and hostile. They have an enormous sense of pride in being from a big city and see themselves as superior to others. For example, many parents from Shanghai would forbid their children to marry a person from another province. What is more, those living in Shanghai city would even be against the idea of finding a partner from rural places within the Shanghai province.


Shanghai citizens used to regard outsiders as poor, dirty and uncivilised, and this idea is deeply rooted in my parents’ generation. I would guess this is declining as my generation tend to be more open, tolerant and well educated.


I am pleased that, once I started sailing, the team life helped me to cultivate a more generous and cooperative personality. After travelling around China, I have found people in other provinces to be more friendly, warm-hearted and enthusiastic.


*


I didn’t learn about healthy eating from my parents as they encouraged me to eat a lot of food, which they thought was good for me. For example, five eggs, dozens of chicken legs or wings, a big bowlful of shrimps, animal organs or pigs’ feet might all be eaten in one meal, along with drinking 2,000ml of milk and 1,000ml of yoghurt every day. Mostly they deep fried the food to make it taste delicious, then stir- or pan-fried using lots of pork oil, salt or soy sauce.


It wasn’t until later on, when I needed to lose weight for the Optimist dinghy, that I started to try vegetables and fruit.


Now, after years as a professional sportswoman, and having read some books on nutrition, my diet is much healthier. But when I try to convince my parents of the benefit of a balanced diet and eating nutritious foods, they still refuse to change or accept what I say. They say that the Chinese have had no problems eating the way they have done for thousands of years.


*


I cannot leave talking about my parents without mentioning some things that I inherited from them. I was born partially deaf, with about half the hearing of an ordinary person – this was inherited from my father who had about two thirds of his hearing. My left eye can barely make out anything due to poor sight, called amblyopia, which was passed on from my mother.


I have since discovered that both of these disabilities can be corrected or improved, if found out early and treated before the age of 12. It was a pity that my parents did not take these hereditary problems seriously and missed the opportunity to solve and fix them. They obviously have a huge impact on my daily life.




[image: Toddler, with her hands up by her ears standing on grass with flowers in the background.]


1989 Here I am one year and ten months old. Maybe covering my ears was my way of communicating my hearing difficulties...








Nevertheless I appreciate my parents so much for giving me life, providing me love and raising me to the best of their ability.




[image: Young child wearing a black & white dress, holding a colourful sunshade smiling for the camera.]


1990 Three years old. Standing tall and proud in my very first dress!








*


China is progressing so rapidly and its people are advancing generation by generation: my grandmother was illiterate, unable to read or write; my mother only did the compulsory education in primary and middle school; I finally had the chance to study at university. The Chinese will become more international, more open and more enlightened with globalisation. But we should always be aware of what has happened in the past, and remember our history to learn from it, while marching boldly into a new era.








Interlude 1: A Balanced Life


I cannot over-emphasise the importance of balance in our daily life. We need to ensure that there is a balance between:


• Training and rest


• Study and fun


• Eating healthy food and the food you enjoy (maybe some junk food)


I firmly believe that it is only when you are getting a high level of satisfaction and enjoyment from both your family (and friends) and your career (work, study or sport) that you can truly be happy and successful.


I felt it was a pity that there were so many strict team regulations which meant that I, like other Chinese athletes, was not able to see my family and spend time with them. I only saw them once or twice a year for one or two weeks’ holiday.


Family and friends play a crucial role in giving us the emotional strength and extra motivation and support that are needed on our journey to conquer all the difficulties and challenges that we face as professional athletes.


I was envious of all the other foreign sailors who could go home every so often, or after some regattas. I also wanted to socialise with friends outside the team, with foreign sailors in pubs or parties. But my communication with them was very limited, through the internet or letters.


We should be grateful to our parents who give us life; to our friends for their company and support; to our mentors, teachers, coaches and leaders who guide us in the right direction with powerful knowledge; and for all the things that we have and the beauty that is around us – it is a blessing to live in this wonderful world.













Chapter 3


Becoming a Sportswoman


In my early years, I was something of a tomboy – energetic, adventurous, and always eager to try new things. Because of this non-girly character, my parents decided to let me try some sports in the hope that I would be quieter after some intensive training.


On seeing a poster for a district swimming team outside my pre-school front gate, they sent me to see a swimming coach, which was followed by some test exercises. Luckily I was accepted by the Changning District Swimming Team of Shanghai. So my sports career started at the age of five.




[image: Girl in swimsuit, hat and goggles standing with hands on hips by a swimming pool, looking like she is ready to race.]


1993 Aged 6, after my first swimming competition








The swimming pool was quite far away from my home, and my parents spent two hours every day taking me to and fro and waiting outside the swimming pool to pick me up. Like most parents they brought me some snacks or fruit as a reward after hard training. The training schedule was two hours swimming every day after school and at weekends. There was only one day off a year: Chinese New Year.


My best stroke was freestyle and I was particularly good at endurance. Each year, in June, there was a big competition with other district teams and I got many medals in long distance freestyle and team relays.


This was pretty much my life for the next five years: my whole time was devoted to study and swimming.


From childhood, I was a hard worker and I would do fitness training by myself during the school holidays. There was a popular Japanese TV series at the time called ‘The Flame of Youth’. It told the story of a female volleyball player and her campaign for the Olympics. Watching this ignited my ambition to train like the athletes I admired on screen. She conquered numerous setbacks and difficulties, and she trained extremely hard all the time. I even learnt some exercises from her, like frog jumps, handstands, running uphill and so on. That was when the seed of my Olympic dream was planted.


In 1996, when the Olympics were held in Atlanta, USA, I watched some of the sports on television with admiration and envy. My father teased me by saying “Will I see you on TV one day, representing China in the Olympic Games?” I smiled silently as it was all so far away for me at the time – I wasn’t even in the Shanghai Swimming Team, so how could I realistically aim for the top podium in the world? But, even so, his little tease fired up my motivation even more and I was determined to do my best and do it well, every single day, to realise my big dream.


At this stage, my family was unaware that the whole pattern of their life would soon change dramatically.


One day, while my parents were waiting outside the swimming pool, a lady approached them, talking about the sport of sailing and asked about my year of birth. She was the Shanghai Optimist Sailing Coach, Juliet, who was trying to find some new sailors for the team born in either 1986 or 1987 (aged around ten).


(The reason for the interest in a specific age was because Chinese Optimist sailors are primarily trained to prepare for the National and Asian Games which are held every four years. So, for each four year cycle, they aim to have the most mature sailors peaking at those Games, before they reach the Optimist class’s age limit. This means that there is always a three or four year gap between Chinese Optimist sailors.)


Juliet scanned me up and down carefully and then asked me if I would like to try sailing. “What is that?” I asked. “It’s steering a boat on the water.” she explained, “Why not give it a try; you may well love it and not want to get off the boat afterwards.” As sailing was very rare in China, the first thing that popped into my dad’s mind was a windsurfer jumping, turning and surfing in big waves.


Juliet left her contact details and said that there would be a two week selection camp the following week and encouraged my parents to give me the chance to experience a whole new sport. Later mum and dad asked me whether I would like to give it a try and I happily agreed. Trying new things has always been one of my favourite activities!


On 27th June 1997, dad drove me for two hours to the Shanghai Water Sports Centre which is located in a suburb right by Dianshan Lake. It was the first time that I had ever been to such a remote place outside the city, with lots of green areas, a standard rowing lake and spacious open water.


It was also the first time for Lily to leave home and stay overnight in another place without her parents. I was assigned to share a room with five other pupils. It was very exciting to live together with several children the same age as me. But the strange thing was that I couldn’t understand their accent very well, which caused a lot of misunderstanding. It reminds me of one of the English texts I’d learnt in school: “The English understand each other, but I don’t understand them. Do the English speak English?” And now this happened to me – we were all Shanghainese but, as a city dweller, I didn’t understand the rural residents!


Everything was so new to me: team life; washing my clothes; eating in a huge dining hall with other professional sportspeople (rowers, kayakers, windsurfers and water-skiers); training in a gym; and the most exciting of all – sailing in an Optimist!


After some demonstrations on land, I was then taken out in the boat by a ‘master’ Optimist sailor who was four years older than me (in the four year cycle ahead of me). She taught me patiently while steering the boat and then let me sail myself. About two hours later, she moved into a RIB and I started to sail alone. It didn’t start well – the moment she left, everything became a mess. I capsized several times and my head was hit by the boom when gybing. Thanks to the buoyancy aid and my swimming skills, I was able to get back into the boat again quickly once it was righted. Despite those embarrassments, nothing alarming happened and I was having a lot of fun playing on and off the water.


During the two weeks, more than fifty students from all over Shanghai were assessed through a series of exercises and drills including sailing, fitness, flexibility, reactivity, intelligence and enthusiasm. In the end only three girls were accepted, and I was one of the lucky few.


However, the day I was picked up by my parents after finishing the training camp, the three of us and two of my swimming coaches had a sleepless night. We met together immediately to discuss the new situation. Obviously the swimming coaches wanted to keep me in the swimming team and argued that swimming was a much more popular sport whereas hardly anybody knew about sailing at the time. There were millions of professional swimmers, table tennis players and divers in China, but less than five hundred sailors in total!


Meanwhile my parents tried to evaluate the pros and cons of being a sailor. Mum didn’t want me to switch because taking up sailing would mean that I would be away from home most of the time as training would be held outside Shanghai, making it impossible to have much family time together. Dad, on the other hand, was quite supportive of choosing sailing because he saw it as a completely new realm to explore. It would be good for my personal development and I would learn many independent skills living with a team and not relying on my parents for everything all the time.


In the end, although my parents appeared very reluctant to let me accept the offer, they still gave me the right to make the final decision. Even though I was only ten years old at the time, I realised that this would be a life changing decision. I said to them that I thought sailing was much more interesting than swimming and, for me, swimming back and forth in the pool every day was a bit dull – just like doing chores. In sailing, however, no two single days or races would be exactly the same. There would be lots going on, requiring me to think, observe and interact with other boats. In addition, I enjoyed the freedom of moving in the open water, the closeness to nature and the fresh air. I said I was deeply fascinated by sailing and wanted to explore the world with wind and water. So I chose the sport of sailing.


The freedom was particularly appealing because I felt my life was limited by my poor hearing and eyesight. Young children laughed at me, made fun of me and didn’t allow me to join their activities due to my lack of these basic human functions. So the moment I boarded a boat, a deep sense of freedom suddenly overwhelmed my body, heart and mind. I loved to be in the boat surrounded by nature which isn’t judgemental; just fresh, open and vast! I had never been so happy and fulfilled as I was on a boat.
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