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  For Patrick and Sarah, so that you know the tales your uncle used to tell you are actually true.




  





  ‘There is no need of any competition with anybody. You are yourself, and as you are, you are perfectly good. Accept yourself.’




   




  Osho
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  Water




  I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m not going to win against the water, that I’ll drown eventually. Because it doesn’t

  matter how good you are – there’s only so far you can swim before it takes over.




  When I first dive into the pool I try to work out how the water wants to hold me. If I let it, the water will naturally guide me into a position; a place for my body to settle, resting with my

  head down, almost meditating.




  This is the starting point for me, not just floating but lying flat on top of the water. Then I begin to initiate movement; lifting myself, pushing with my chest and engaging my muscles.

  That’s the basis of the way anyone should swim, although it’s not the way we learn because we’re not taught to connect so intimately with the water.




  As I begin to swim I allow myself to feel where the water is moving around me, how it flows off my body. I listen for any erratic movement which means I’m not relating to the water and I

  have to modify my stroke, change it until I feel the water moving smoothly past me. I can do this at low speed or very high speed.




  It’s really rewarding because I receive constant feedback without stopping. I don’t need someone to tell me that my stroke looks great or that it looks terrible because I have an

  inner sense of the water and the environment is already communicating with me.




  If I’m swimming next to someone and they aren’t swimming properly, I can hear it, even without looking at them – although I prefer to swim by myself. Elite swimmers tend to

  become very territorial of the water around them, as if we own it. We don’t want anyone else messing up our water.




  At times, especially when I feel as though I’ve swum well, I’ll turn around at the wall and look back to see what the water is doing. I look for telltale signs; little whirlpools

  which mean that I’ve created the right amount of turbulence as I’ve moved through it.




  This is why I’ve returned to the pool; not for medals and records or to relive past triumphs as most people assume. If that happens then I’ll be happy, but if not it doesn’t

  mean I’ve failed. I’m doing it because swimming was an integral part of my life that I felt forced to abandon.




  Now I want it back.
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  one




  1 AUGUST 2011




  There are fireworks across Lake Maggiore tonight. It feels like I’m back in Sydney but I’m not. It’s Swiss National Day and,

  although beautiful, the water in front of me ain’t Sydney Harbour. Home seems so far away at the moment with so many reminders of what I’ve left behind.




  I’ve been in the Swiss Alps since March, in a town called Tenero, just across the northern border of Italy, churning out 60 kilometres a week in the swimming pool a few hundred metres from

  my apartment, under the guidance of former Australian Institute of Sport coach Gennadi Touretski.




  Training’s been good. I’m tired but am finally getting somewhere with changes to the new stroke Gennadi and I have been working on. Still, I know I’m a long

  way from anywhere really, and it’s one year today until the 100-metre freestyle final in London. The 2012 Olympics. How can I seriously consider being in that race with 18 months’

  preparation after four years out of the water? I sometimes wonder if I’m really doing the right thing, but only for a moment.




  The idea to try again had come from nowhere, like some pesky fly to be swatted away.




  I was flopped as best as I could with my long frame in an aisle seat, bored and uncomfortable on a plane two hours out of Chicago. It was early October, 2010. I’d just left a conference

  and was headed to London to do some BBC studio commentary on the Commonwealth Games in Delhi. The movie was crap and my mind had started to wander, which isn’t unusual; I often note down some

  of the crazy things that cross my mind on flights like these. But this time I didn’t need to write anything.




  It’s not as if I hadn’t thought about swimming since I’d retired from competition. Of course I had, but on each occasion I’d dismissed it immediately. There were a lot of

  reasons why I didn’t want to get back into the pool. Looking back, I’m surprised at just how frank I was at the media conference in November 2006 when I announced I was quitting. I knew

  how big the decision was, not just for me but the expectations of the Australian sporting public. But I had to be true to myself, and what I said then was coming from the heart.




  I’d thought a lot about what I wanted to say that day. By then I’d mastered the art of the media conference; answering questions enthusiastically but with only just enough

  information to be truthful and without giving more than I had to give.




  I didn’t have all the answers myself, actually. I knew that I had to stop, if only as a final attempt to remove the media cancer from my life. If I stopped swimming then

  there’d be no reason for them to hound me. Right?




  But there was a broader reason, probably more serious. I had to start to look at myself, my life, as something more than swimming. I was a young man who hadn’t actually grown up. I was

  mature, I’d travelled widely and experienced many things, but I hadn’t really found out who I was or even what I liked. What would I be if I didn’t have swimming as the safety

  blanket it had become? What would I want to do, who would I meet, what would I think and would anyone like me if I wasn’t an Olympic champion? As I said very specifically, I was going out

  after my fears, and some of them were very dark indeed.




  The reason why I didn’t instantly dismiss the idea on the plane was because I’d now faced many of those fears and answered some of those life questions. In my mind, swimming was

  possible again. In fact it was something I now needed as part of a much more balanced life. I continued to mull it over as we crossed the Atlantic.




  The next few days with the BBC in London only reinforced my thinking. In between commentary shifts I had a tour of the Olympic pool site and, standing in the half-constructed arena, I could

  still feel the excitement of being on the pool deck and the thrill of competition. I hadn’t watched much swimming in the years since I’d left but in the London studio it was my job to

  add comments to the coverage, which included the amazing comeback by Geoff Huegill to win gold in the 100-metre butterfly at the age of 31.




  As I sat there watching and wondering, I was asked yet again by the host about my own future and what life was like without swimming. I’d been asked these things so many

  times before that it’d become annoying, but now those same questions were running through my own mind. I had no choice but to fib. I couldn’t really talk about my thoughts because they

  hadn’t fully formed.




  By the time I got back to Sydney the idea had become something I couldn’t push away. I decided to go and see Deidre Anderson, a friend and psychologist at Macquarie University whom

  I’d consulted before I made the final decision to stop swimming. I wanted to know in my own mind if these thoughts were serious or just a flirtation. I figured that I’d know what to say

  to Deidre, and that she’d help me come to the conclusion that I really didn’t want to do it.




  But the opposite happened. About halfway through our conversation I stopped and looked at her.




  ‘I’m going to swim again, aren’t I?’ I said.




  ‘I think you might. I think you need to do this for yourself.’




  ‘And when I walked into your office last time, you knew I was going to stop swimming, didn’t you?’




  ‘Yes, I did.’ Deidre seemed to know me as well as I knew myself; better perhaps, because she could see what I couldn’t see, or found difficult to admit to myself.




  It took a few more visits to work out what I was going to do and why. The next problem was how I was going to dive back into the pool without attracting the very thing that had forced me to stop

  four years before: the constant glare of publicity and intrusion into my life. I wasn’t worried just about the media attention; I didn’t want people around me to know

  either, at least initially, because I didn’t really know how far it would go.




  It wasn’t about swimming a few laps and enjoying myself again. It was a personal challenge, and I only wanted to continue if I thought I could swim as well as I used to. There’s a

  part of me that enjoys the process but there’s also a part of me which is very competitive – not so much to beat an opponent as to test myself.




  There were only three people who needed to know at this early stage. The first two were my long-time managers, Dave and Michelle Flaskas, who were going to have to accept a big change in my busy

  schedule of corporate commitments. The third was a coach; someone who could set me a training regime, because I had no idea where to start. I knew I couldn’t just dive into the pool and train

  by trying to swim further or faster each time. I decided to get in touch with the head coach of the Australian swimming team, Leigh Nugent, who was still in Delhi, and texted him to see if it was a

  good time to call and have a chat.




  It wasn’t, he wrote back, the team was on its way to the airport to come home. Could it wait until he got back?




  Not really, I replied. I was too anxious. He relented and I called.




  ‘Are you by yourself?’ I asked. ‘I have some news. You might need to sit down to hear it.’




  ‘Yep, fire away.’




  I took a deep breath, knowing how big a deal it was that I was about to articulate my thoughts to someone else. ‘I’m thinking about swimming again.’




  There was a momentary silence as Leigh took it in. ‘Shit. I never thought I’d hear you say that.’




  ‘Yeah, me either.’ Then I laughed, the tension broken in a moment.




  But Leigh was already being practical – and supportive, which is one of the reasons we’re so lucky to have him as head coach: ‘What do you need from me?’




  ‘The first thing is secrecy. If anyone finds out about this before I’m ready, I can’t do it.’




  ‘Understood. No one will find out.’




  ‘And I need some training sessions. I need to know what I have to do.’




  Leigh didn’t answer immediately. Then he said, ‘Ian, how much swimming have you done in the last four years?’




  I had to think about it. Then realisation set in. I’d only been in a pool a handful of times since November 2006. How on earth could I be contemplating a serious return to Olympic

  competition, barely 18 months away? Failure was the most likely outcome. Did I want this so much that I was prepared to fail?




  I decided in that moment. Yes.




  By the time he’d arrived in Sydney, Leigh had devised an initial training schedule, insisting that I had to commit to swimming six days in a row, even if some of the sessions were at the

  beach rather than the pool. I’d already decided with Deidre that I’d commit myself to at least three days, no matter how frustrated or crappy I felt. If I got through them then

  I’d commit to three weeks and then three months. After that I’d be in a better position to decide if my return was serious or just an interesting little experiment which I could abandon

  without anyone being the wiser.




  London was a nice goal to have but I knew when I put the wheels in motion that the timing wasn’t very good. I wish I’d felt this way a year earlier, which would

  have given me much more preparation time. But it just happened. One morning in Chicago I was never going to swim again and the next, flying over the Atlantic, I was thinking the exact opposite.




  In hindsight, the decision wasn’t about any dissatisfaction with my life. I was enjoying my time away from the pool. I had a beautiful house in Sydney and another in Los Angeles, lots of

  friends who I cooked for every other day and a steady income from endorsements and investments; I spent time in the garden and made the odd appearance. My life was very comfortable, although the

  global financial crisis had made an impact on my financial situation. The issue was more that I’d spent several years convincing myself that I needed to be away from swimming; that I

  didn’t need it anymore. I’d reached a point where I was pretty happy without swimming, rather than being miserable with it. Now I was testing myself to see if swimming could be a part

  of a much broader, but simpler, life.




  I didn’t quit swimming because I didn’t like it anymore. I stopped because I didn’t like what it had become for me. I felt like my career had been taken over by others; that I

  had no control over what I did in the pool. I felt as though I took a lot of the pain along the way and everyone else shared in the success without seeing the damage I was doing to myself to get

  there. Mostly I felt like a performing seal in the zoo.




  I liked racing and I liked training but there was also a line of public scrutiny that had been breached. Surely there were more important things in the world the media could focus on other than

  what I had for breakfast? I wasn’t prepared for those kinds of demands and it had never happened to a swimmer before. Now I was going to have to face it all over again – the photographers at the end of my driveway or peering through swimming pool fences, and journalists asking me the same question about my sexuality over and over again, just because I

  hadn’t given them the answer they wanted to hear.
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  I got back in the pool for the first time on my 28th birthday – 13 October 2010. I’d spoken to Leigh the night before and he’d set me a fairly easy session. I

  saw no sense in waiting and my birthday seemed the perfect start. Despite his warning not to turn up early – ‘Only serious lap swimmers go early’ – I was at Caringbah pool

  complex, the pool closest to home, stretching just before 7 am.




  My first problem was equipment. I had swimmers, of course, but none of the specific training gear like kickboards or pool buoys, which I’d given away over the years. I approached the pool

  attendant to see what I could borrow.




  ‘We haven’t seen you here for quite a while,’ he said, smiling. It was a comment more than an inquiry about what I was doing.




  Once I was in the water, it was obvious to me just how long I’d been away. Even a week off can make you feel a little uncomfortable, let alone four years. The water seemed to bubble and

  groan around me when I dived in. I surfaced, stopped and adjusted my goggles, while bits of me I never knew existed jiggled in the gurgling water.




  Then I set off up the pool for my first proper lap since November 2006. It felt sluggish rather than slow and the turn at 50 metres just felt wrong. I was low in the water and my arms weren’t rotating as they should. I was supposed to be easing my way back in with a comfortable 200 metres but by the 150 metre mark I was struggling, my heart racing. What

  once was natural had become very difficult. What was I doing?




  I touched the wall at the finish and looked up at the timer, an instinctive reaction from years of training and racing. I’d dominated this distance in my career, breaking the world record

  five times and winning the gold medal at the Athens Olympics in 2004. I’d once covered the distance in 1:44.06. On my 28th birthday, as the sun began to warm the complex, it took me almost an

  extra minute – not too bad for a weekend swimmer but a mile away from an Olympic performance. And it hurt.




  Luckily the rest of the session Leigh had set me was made up of shorter drills, using a kickboard or a pool buoy between my legs to concentrate on form and technique, but by the end of it I was

  spent – sore, red and sweating. Thinking about it now, I remember how hard it was even to get out of the pool which, by tradition when I trained as a kid with Doug Frost, meant pushing myself

  up on the pool wall with my arms, then putting a foot – never ever a knee – on the pool deck and standing up. It was drilled into us as children but now it was a strain, my triceps

  cramping and my foot barely clearing the pool wall as I clambered out.




  As I drove home my arms were shaky, my body spent, and yet the sense of achievement I felt was akin to completing a great session in serious training. I could also feel that I still had

  important elements of my stroke. Without that I might have given up on the spot.




  But the endorphin rush only lasted until I got through the front door. Exhaustion set in as I grasped the enormity of what I was attempting to do. My dogs, Max and Kito,

  demanded attention but I wasn’t interested, gently shooing them away and collapsing on a couch, wrapping self-pity around myself like a blanket. The dogs watched, quizzically, at my feet.




  This was going to be tough. For all the natural talent I have, that alone wasn’t going to be nearly enough to succeed. Strangely there was comfort in the realisation. Even though I was

  born with physical attributes that helped me as a swimmer, I’ve always believed that without my ability to train and focus it would have come to little – no world records and no Olympic

  titles. As crappy as I felt at that moment, I knew if I was going to continue then it was dedication that was going to get me there. And my dedication was beyond question.




  I managed to rise later that day and head to my parents’ house for a home-cooked birthday meal with the immediate family. I hid my physical pains pretty well but I must have smelled like

  chlorine because someone asked me what I’d been doing. I gulped.




  ‘I went for a swim this morning,’ I admitted, waiting for someone to drop their fork and ask me what was going on, but everyone kept eating.




  My mother broke the silence: ‘That’s nice, dear.’
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  Somehow, with Deidre’s advice in my head, I got through the next two days, then the next three weeks of swimming. So far so good. But in those early days there was one

  issue that plagued me – how to begin training without the media finding out. Stealth was required. Over the next three months I devised a routine which allowed me to train

  quietly, without the pressure of expectation, and reach a decision about whether I was able to return to elite swimming.




  I realised I couldn’t just turn up to the pools nearest home like the Caringbah complex, or where I used to train at Sutherland Aquatic Centre. Not regularly, anyway. If I showed up

  occasionally then it’d probably pass unnoticed but I couldn’t go twice a day, as I needed to, and certainly not in the early morning.




  Instead, I chose eight pools across Sydney and rotated my training sessions between them. I really wanted to find a private 50-metre pool, partly because I needed a coach to watch what I was

  doing. It sounds easy enough, but it wasn’t. One of the great things about Australia is the egalitarian nature of our swimming facilities – most pools are public, which means that

  anyone can front up, pay their entry fee and have a swim. But that wasn’t going to work if I wanted to stay under the radar.




  I was able to train for a while at Macquarie University because of the Christmas–New Year break but I needed somewhere a bit more permanent where I could take a coach. Leigh was coming

  along to my sessions on occasion, sometimes wearing a beanie as a disguise and sitting by the pool pretending to read a newspaper while he watched me plough up and down. We even met at an ocean

  pool at Cronulla once. It was a covert operation and harder to manage as time went on and I became more serious.




  It was Deidre who found the solution. Waverley College is a private Christian school in Sydney’s eastern suburbs and it has a 50-metre pool. I had a meeting with the headmaster and the

  brothers there, explaining that I needed a little privacy to do some training. The school was amazing. I’m sure they knew what was going on but they said nothing and gave

  me access to their facilities when others weren’t around.




  Looking back, I have to chuckle at the whole thing, particularly as I got closer to making the decision that a return was possible. I even devised a contingency plan in which, at the slightest

  hint of a media leak, I could load a coach, a trainer and a physio onto a plane and leave the country for a secret location, which is ultimately why I’m here in Tenero, as far from the

  spotlight as possible.




  For the most part, though, I saw it as a game; me against them. I hate to express it that way but there’s an aspect of the Australian media which is ugly. There’s a small but

  prominent section who are only interested in two things – success or misery – and anything in between is irrelevant.




  Of all the pools that I could have been busted at, it was Caringbah, the pool I used least because it’s so close to my house. It was a Saturday morning in early January 2011 and I’d

  already made the decision to aim for the Olympics. At that stage I was swimming about five kilometres at each session but that morning I’d swum just 600 metres, gone to the beach for a surf

  and then a run. An hour or so later a reporter turned up at my house to tell me I’d been photographed at the pool.




  ‘Are you swimming again?’ he asked through the intercom.




  ‘Well, if I was photographed swimming then it’s obvious I was swimming,’ I said.




  ‘No, that’s not what I mean,’ he replied. ‘Are you making a comeback?’




  I asked him to leave, saying I thought it was rude to turn up at my house with his questions.




  ‘Do I take it you’re not commenting?’ he persisted.




  I bristled: ‘No, I made a comment. It’s just that you didn’t like what you heard.’




  The reporter retreated, but only as far as the top of my driveway. I could see him standing there through the CCTV cameras, which I’d had to install when I was swimming competitively in

  order to feel secure in exactly these kinds of situations.




  Some might argue there’s no harm in taking my photo at a public pool or that, as a public figure, I should expect to be asked questions. I agree, but only to a point. My concern is that

  parts of the media think they have a right to ask anything, no matter how many times, and a right to get the answers they want to hear. As I see it, the public’s ‘right to know’

  is a term bandied about with no context and without consideration of a private citizen’s rights.




  That’s the main reason I’m here in Tenero, training with a group of Swiss swimmers. It’d be impossible to attempt this in my own backyard, with cameras everywhere I went and

  persistent questions about what I was doing, and how, and why. I tried to train quietly in Los Angeles in 2006 and it ended in tears, so I quit. Hopefully the Swiss Alps will be a barrier too high,

  even for the Australia media.
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  two




  26 AUGUST 2010




  The view from my balcony on the hillside above Tenero is breathtaking – the milky blue waters of Lake Maggiore are shining in the late summer

  sunshine against their mountain backdrop. It’s warm and peaceful at this time of year, but I’m not here for the view.




  When I arrived here five months ago, the small town was still waking from its winter hibernation; its streets bleak and all but deserted, most of the restaurants shut and the houses shuttered. I

  checked into an almost empty hotel to be near the outdoor pool, which had been encased in a big white tent for winter, making the chlorine stifling after long training sessions.




  It was only when I found my hillside apartment that I began to relax. The estate agent flung open the windows to the balcony and I looked down at the lake. It presented an

  entirely new perspective on the beauty of this place. Not only that, I had space, room to move – I could walk down the street in relative obscurity, away from the glare of publicity that this

  campaign would generate back home.




  I’m a person who thrives on routine. It was the backbone of my life for so long. I like to know what I’m supposed to be doing for the day, where I’m supposed to be and at what

  time, which is why I find living the life of a professional athlete so comforting. My car is the one exception. To be honest it’s a tip, probably because I carry most of my life around in it

  – the boot is always full of damp towels and swimming stuff. I approach communications with the same kind of chaos. I’m hopeless with email. For some reason I can’t get my head

  around it, although I love the immediacy and freedom of SMS.




  I chose Gennadi Touretski to be my coach for several reasons, but mainly because he was the man who steered Russian great Alexander Popov to four Olympic gold medals. I also considered hiring

  Dutchman Jacco Verhaeren, the coach of Pieter van den Hoogenband, who won three Olympic gold medals. Elite swimming is a very small world. I won the bronze medal in the 100 metres at the 2004

  Athens Olympics behind Pieter, having qualified for the final by tipping out Alex, which effectively ended his career.




  It’s difficult to compare my Athens 100-metres swim to the rest of my career performances, which were in the 200 and 400. I didn’t win the race and I didn’t set a world record

  and yet, when I consider that I wasn’t actually training for the 100 and probably shouldn’t have even been in the field – was an impostor, almost – I

  suppose it could be considered a surprise performance.




  If you add my swim in the anchor leg of the 4 × 100 metres at the Sydney Olympics in 2000, in which I beat Gary Hall Junior and we won gold, then it raises the question of potential. Was I

  a middle-distance swimmer who occasionally competed in sprints or was I really a sprinter who became a middle-distance swimmer and had the speed trained out of him? That’s the question I want

  to answer and Gennadi can help me. My priority is the 100 metres, because I want to test myself, and then the 200 metres, which is probably my best chance if I get to London. Besides, I don’t

  have enough time to prepare for the 400.




  There were other reasons why I chose Gennadi. He happens to be the Swiss national coach, which gives me a base at the Swiss Sports Institute facilities here in Tenero – attractive, again,

  because they’re far from the madding crowd back in Sydney. I also like his no-nonsense pragmatism and ability to see that training can take many forms and differ from one athlete to another.

  Above all, it’s the combination of technique and efficiency which leads to speed.




  I’m one of the few swimmers who uses a classic, natural stroke which hasn’t been adapted to make the best use of swimsuit technology. I’m certainly a supporter of technology,

  but not when it’s left unchecked. At one point, the suits became so rigid that they allowed swimmers to simply lie on top of the water and just use power. It also meant smaller swimmers could

  compete, buoyed by the suits, their arms thrashing like windmills. Technique was lost, and without technique I think the sport will struggle to move forward.




  Gennadi has also come as close as anyone has in understanding my feelings for water. He knows there’s something innate about what I do in the pool and that I feel unique about what I do

  when I swim. He gets it, and not many others have. To tell the truth there have been times when I wished I’d never become involved in this world; when I loathed having this natural ability,

  whether I should have stayed at school and done something else with my life. Thankfully, most days I feel the opposite. I know swimming is something I have to do. I have to be involved in some way

  with the water or it could become unhealthy for me.




  I think it was best summed up recently when I overheard Gennadi telling a group of parents of squad members that all athletes train so they can race. I thought, ‘No, it’s the other

  way around for me. I race so that I can train.’ That’s how I feel about what I do; I can justify doing the training because it’s necessary to compete. But I’m happiest just

  doing the training; following the black line at the bottom of the pool as I search for perfection. I have past results as a benchmark to work out if this new stroke is better. If I can set the bar

  higher for myself then I can set the bar higher for everyone else.




  It’s not quite as simple as that, of course. Although I love the process of training – the exploration, the pushing through to new kinds of performance – the only way to judge

  whether I’m succeeding or not is through competition. I could be the best technical swimmer in the world but that doesn’t mean I can swim faster than everyone else – the only way

  a value can be given to the training sets that Gennadi and I put together is by testing them in a race.




  What I fear most is that when I get back into competition in a few months’ time I may not get the answer I want.
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  It’s difficult to talk about myself publicly when even I don’t have all the answers. I’ve tried to honestly since I was 12 years old, interviewed with a swag

  of medals around my neck after the New South Wales titles, not knowing what it all meant.




  I was an innocent 15-year-old when I won my first world title and a wide-eyed 17-year-old with the world and all its temptations at my feet when I won Olympic gold. By the age of 20, lost and

  brow-beaten, I felt like quitting, and came within a whisker of it as a psychologically exhausted 22-year-old. Finally, bitter with the constant pursuit, accusations and innuendo, I retired

  prematurely at 24, knowing that I could have achieved so much more.




  Now I’m a few weeks from my 29th birthday, with many achievements in and out of the pool behind me. But with so much of my life left to live, the unanswered questions are a very big part

  of why I am swimming again. Although commentators may view this as an attempt to capture past glories, while others have suggested it’s for financial reasons, the truth is that it’s

  actually a process of self-discovery.




  No matter what happens – and all I have at this stage is hope and faith in myself – the opportunity to swim again is a way of piecing together the jigsaw of my life so I can see the

  whole picture, rather than a fractured puzzle of what might have been. If I’m truly honest with myself, it’s a frightening prospect.




  I define myself as a person made up of several parts. The physical is the easiest to explain. I worked bloody hard for many years, pushing my body and mind to, at times,

  ridiculous limits to achieve what no one else ever had. There were occasions when, in closed rooms out of sight of the cameras, I collapsed and convulsed in pain, trying to shake out the lactic

  acid build-up in my legs after a major race. I trained in a cast after breaking my ankle, and routinely got out of bed at 4.30 am in the middle of winter, my chest wracked with muck, to swim

  kilometre after kilometre in a cold pool.




  My story isn’t unique in this regard; it’s similar to that of thousands of other athletes’ who spend their lives pursuing their own ultimate performance. The most successful

  are usually among the most determined, but the most determined don’t always succeed. I’ve often felt embarrassed by the attention focused on me, rather than on some of my fellow

  competitors, and wished the interest was spread a little more evenly. Sadly it’s been one thing I haven’t been able to control over the years.




  The second part is my media face. Since I was 15 I’ve tried to control events around me – an impossible task amid the media madness and one I’m not looking forward to resuming

  when I begin competing again. Those closest to me would say that this urge to control has been to my personal detriment and that trying to protect others around me has only hurt me. They might be

  right, but I don’t regret it. The inclination wasn’t a selfish one but a means of survival.




  I perfected a mask: a confident smile which made it look as if I were master of the occasion, comfortable with the battery of questions when often the opposite was true. On more than one occasion Dave Flaskas found me sitting by myself outside a media conference room trying to calm my nerves, but on the stage there would be no sign of anxiety. I treated it as a

  game of chess where I constantly analysed the implications of a question and constructed an answer to ensure it couldn’t be misinterpreted or misused, or so I hoped.




  I have never lied or misrepresented the truth with the media, but there have been times when I have not told the whole truth. After all, I’m not going to give someone gold just because

  they’re digging in the dirt.




  The mask I wear at a public appearance or function is slightly different. This is my professional face: confident on a red carpet, adept at meeting people and engaging in small talk. My interest

  is sincere but by nature I’m a shy person, content with my own company or a small group of friends. If you take away the gloss, I’m a boy from the south-western suburbs of Sydney. The

  Thorpes have always been a modest family; it’s something I like about myself.




  That’s why there were never any signs of my success around our family home. I wanted to feel as normal as possible, so Mum and Dad were allowed to have their ‘proud parents’

  room’ but were banned from putting up posters and displaying trophies. I still don’t have anything in my own house (the Olympic medals are in a bank vault) because I know what

  I’ve done. I don’t need a reminder. Besides, there’s a part of me that thinks it’s garish and ridiculous to have those sorts of things on display.




  The private me, seen by very few, is still delighted by childish pranks, building Lego with my nephew, cooking for friends, gardening and walking my dogs. I love the

  unspoiled beaches of Brazil, the villages and food of Italy and the fashion houses of Europe. I’m fascinated by industrial design and speak basic Japanese and Italian. I always have a book

  beside my bed, am opinionated politically with an avid interest in social and economic policy, and continue to explore the mysteries of religion.




  But there are shadows in my life, a clutter of darkness, angst and misgivings which have confused my path and continue to pose questions more difficult than any inappropriate jibe about my

  sexuality. The water gives me respite. It’s one of the few places I can be completely comfortable with myself; a place where I’m truly happy.
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  When I was 18, I pleaded with my parents to stop buying newspapers. My argument was that they were supporting an industry which was hurting me, their son. I was angry about the

  way some sections of the media had begun to invade my private life and I wanted to shield them from the stories and innuendo. It was a very big thing to ask of them, particularly for Dad because it

  was his connection to the world, but they both eventually agreed.




  It was probably an overreaction because, for the most part, I’ve had a constructive relationship with the media and have enjoyed being involved in it myself in various roles over the

  years, including commentating and making environmental documentaries. I respect many journalists, some of whom have spent years covering Olympic sport and swimming, because they

  go some way toward understanding the pressures and demands on athletes.




  I understand there’s an expectation that high-profile athletes like me should make ourselves available and be willing to reveal more, personally, than would otherwise be expected.

  It’s part of the deal. But this is where I draw a very clear line. There are some journalists who seem to observe no boundary, not even common decency. Asking inappropriate questions is one

  thing but there’s much more to it. For example, photographers who follow cars or set up camp outside swimming pools or private homes; who peer over walls, even follow me on holidays, to get

  what they think is a dirty picture. There’s simply no justification for capturing images of me eating a hamburger because it’s supposed to prove I’m fat and unfit, or cropping

  photographs of me walking into an office with a female friend so that it looks like we’re sneaking into a seedy motel.




  Right now there’s a fierce debate in Britain about media intrusion and privacy. Although it’s concentrated on the misuse of technology to hack into phones and bribes paid to police,

  it’s also raised much-needed discussion about the behaviour and expectations of the media. I don’t believe they have the right to demand answers from people, even if they earn money

  from sponsorship and advertising. There must be a valid reason for questions that strike at the heart of privacy – a genuine public interest claim rather than the general argument that

  ‘people want to know’.




  They might like to think their coverage reflects public opinion. What they publish can certainly shape the way the public sees things but I dispute that it can be described as a representation. It’s an important distinction, not only because of what it actually achieves but what it could aspire to achieve. Wouldn’t it be better if the media aimed

  to educate and inform the public so they can make their own considered judgement, rather than seek to corral, lead and pigeonhole people?




  In the lead-up to the Sydney Olympics my experience with the media had been largely positive, but one afternoon, in the heat of competition, it all changed. I’d just swum the semifinal of

  the 200 metres, which I went on to lose to Dutchman Pieter van den Hoogenband. I’d usually say a few words in a poolside interview, do a swim-down and then go to the main media conference.

  But on this occasion I wasn’t feeling very well and needed to rest, so I skipped the conference and headed back to my room.




  Instead of accepting I had a valid reason for not appearing, some journalists reported my no-show as sour grapes at not having been the fastest qualifier. It was absolute rubbish. Some

  journalists will write something negative just because I haven’t done something or answered a question in a way they didn’t like. I hate the idea of being expected to buckle to that

  kind of pressure. It was then that I realised there was a vindictive edge to some sections of the media that was beyond my control. I decided then and there that I would only give over what I was

  prepared to lose.




  I haven’t had a single day of media training and I don’t think anyone else should, either. Otherwise you become a boring, cookie-cutter athlete. The only way to be is yourself. Do

  things your own way. Protect yourself and learn to get what you want, not what the media dictates.
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  The Verzasca Dam is just outside Tenero, in the mountains on the other side of the lake. It’s an arched wall of concrete made famous by the

  opening scene from the 1995 James Bond movie GoldenEye, where Bond (that is, a stuntman) plunges 220 metres down the face in what one poll a few years later voted the greatest movie stunt

  ever filmed. Since then more than 10,000 people have made a similar bungee jump, including me after a Saturday morning training session a few months ago.




  It was a strange way to relax, I suppose, but indicative of my state of mind. At this stage in my training I’m in the mood for some outside stimulation, another challenge – if only

  briefly. Athletes revel in the rush of risk. For some it’s a fast car (for the record, I appreciate the aesthetics of sports cars more than their speed) and others like

  the dangers of skiing or skydiving. Me, I love the pressure of live television or public speaking as well as the physical risk of something like bungee jumping.




  Your legs feel like lead as you walk toward the edge, your heart is pounding and your instincts are screaming that you’re about to die. Meanwhile your head is saying ‘calm

  down’ and trying to convince you that it’s safe. On top of the Verzasca Dam, my head won out and I plunged straight down the grey concrete wall, my arms outstretched in a dive that I

  hoped would look graceful, if only to the passing birds. As you plummet there’s a mixture of fear and adrenaline coursing through your body. The fall only takes a few seconds and yet it feels

  much longer, the fear subsiding just as the rope catches and springs you back. The danger is over and the rest of the experience is pure joy.




  It’s exhilarating, and yet standing on the edge of a dam preparing to plunge is much less frightening than standing on the blocks for an Olympic final. It’s the kind of calculated

  gamble you have to take at elite level to catapult your performance forward but at the risk of potential failure – heart over mind or mind over heart – to see which will win out.




  I was the kid who loved the rides at the Easter Show, even though they were scary. I remember being frustrated in my wait to be tall enough to go on the roller-coaster by myself, unlike my

  father, who was forced to ride with my sister. His grimace showed his discomfort but he did it anyway, one of the early examples of how different he and I are as people but also how we share some

  of the same characteristics, like the determination to push through discomfort.




  There’s been a lot of experimentation with my training. I wasn’t expecting it when I came to Switzerland and, frankly, I wouldn’t have attempted it with any

  coach other than Gennadi, but I’ve made a conscious decision to try different things, including changing my stroke, to be better than I was. Some will say I’m mad to tinker with a

  technique already considered one of the best, and only time will tell.




  I realise now that as the first stage of my career progressed I took less and less risks in training, becoming more of a formula athlete for gaining success rather than taking a punt on what I

  believed in and what I could potentially achieve. It’s a key motivator for me. I’ve always said that I don’t race against others as such. I see their times but I don’t judge

  them as benchmarks because that would set limits. I’d rather look at the potential. I swim against myself, to be the fastest and best that I can be, and that doesn’t have a limit.




  Gennadi and I have a training language which describes what we’re trying to achieve. Take the style we call ‘Easy Look Good’, a lap of the pool using the best technique

  possible. It is what it suggests – a gentle walk. Depending on how I feel, some days it’s fast and some days it’s slow, and I learn as much on the slow days as the fast.




  The hardest thing for me to do is swim really slowly while maintaining a reasonable stroke. Occasionally I have to do it at training and I find it very difficult because neurologically, my body

  is screaming out in protest. By the end of the session I feel mentally rather than physically fried. But the reason behind doing it is that if I can technically coordinate my body at a very low

  speed then it will make it easier to do it at high speed. And that’s the ultimate aim. We want to create speed in a very organic way rather than forcing it to happen;

  training so that over time and through repetition, changes in speed – up or down – happen with a minimum of fuss and with almost no impact on technique. The goal is to swim the same

  way, whether it’s really slow, comfortable or really fast.




  We have two speeds during sessions – training speed and racing speed. Gennadi will set me a task to swim at a certain speed without compromising stroke or technique and there are times

  when I can actually do the work at racing speed. There are also rare occasions when I use a technique we’ve dubbed ‘Swim for Your Life’, which is exactly what it sounds like.

  Gennadi will set me a time in which to swim a certain distance and I have to find a way to do it even if that means sacrificing form, although I don’t see much benefit in it because it seems

  counterproductive that we compromise technique.




  Instead, if we’re doing a lactic acid session, in which I train to create a build-up of lactic acid in my muscles so I can learn to cope with the agony of a final lap in a race, then

  I’ll swim them butterfly so that I can push myself to the limit and get the training benefit without compromising my freestyle stroke. It also means I’ll be fresh the next day to swim

  freestyle because the strokes use slightly different muscle groups.
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  What constitutes a life-changing moment? Breaking a world record or winning an Olympic gold medal? For me, neither of these do, because they were things I’d been training

  to achieve for more than a decade – they were life confirmations more than life changers. I suppose what I really mean is what makes up a moment – a second, a

  minute, perhaps a day – which alters your perception about life and perhaps even the direction it’s taking?




  I’ve had such a day. We all shared it, really – September 11, 2001, which was ten years ago today. The reason it’s so personal for me is that, had a few different decisions

  been made in the hours leading up to the attacks, I might have been inside the south tower of the World Trade Center, on my way up in an elevator to the 110th floor as the two hijacked planes

  destroyed thousands of lives and turned the world on its head.




  I have thought about it since, often at critical moments. It was in my head when I decided to change coaches in 2002, again when I retired from swimming in 2006 and more recently when I decided

  to come back to the sport. Life is about making decisions, altering direction and taking opportunities. Otherwise it’s wasted. Now, a decade later as I sit in my apartment and watch a

  television news special on the anniversary of that horrifying event, I can still remember the day and those that followed with a clarity I don’t have for many of my record-breaking races.




  Michelle Flaskas, who often travelled with me overseas to help organise my schedule, and I arrived in New York in the early evening of Monday, 10 September. We’d made the 15-hour flight

  from Sydney via Los Angeles at the invitation of the Italian fashion house Armani, with which I’d struck up a relationship the year before in 2000 when I’d attended a retrospective of

  the designer’s work at the Guggenheim Museum. On this trip I’d be attending shows at New York Fashion Week and Mr Armani (I never call him Giorgio) would be there himself to host a

  number of events and open a new store. It was an exciting time; the Sydney Olympics were well and truly behind me and I’d begun to explore what life had to offer outside

  swimming. I was a few weeks from my 19th birthday, full of energy and eager to see and do new things, including meeting one of the world’s great fashion designers.




  Swimming had become a bit draining and I needed a break. New York was the first leg of a six-week trip that would include stops in Japan, Germany, Switzerland, England, Italy and France and then

  back to LA, a mixture of sponsorship commitments and free time.




  It had been an anxious beginning – the day before leaving, we discovered there’d been a mix-up in the bookings and we couldn’t get into the downtown hotel we’d planned to

  stay at, the Tribeca Grand, which is at the southern end of Manhattan, just up the road from the World Trade Center. A last-minute ring around found us a place a few kilometres north, virtually on

  Times Square in midtown, not far from Central Park. We checked in and spent a few hours stretching our legs, drinking in the amazing atmosphere of the city and working out what we’d do

  between fashion events over the next few days.




  As we ate dinner that night, we ended up having a friendly argument about what to do in the morning. Michelle wanted to go to the top of the Empire State Building, which was close to our hotel,

  but I was insistent we go to the top of the World Trade Center because the view was so much better during the day with the light falling over the East River. I’d been up there once before and

  you can see for more than 70 kilometres on a clear day – it’s like standing on the roof of the man-made world. I suggested we could do both, given we were staying for a few days, and that the view from the Empire State Building would be better at night because we’d be looking down at the city lights.




  Michelle eventually gave in and we finished dinner and hailed a cab. The driver was bragging about how great the weather had been considering it was early autumn, but as he talked it started to

  pour with rain and the traffic, always bumper to bumper, slowed even more. I didn’t mind. Getting stuck in New York traffic at night means you can drink in the city without looking like the

  tourist that you are, constantly staring up, mouth agape, in awe of the skyline which engulfs you and confirms your insignificance. It’s the giveaway, apparently – New Yorkers

  don’t look up.




  We decided to go early to the towers the next morning, to try to beat the crowds. Michelle was keen to have a run through the city first as she sometimes did, maybe up through Central Park, but

  I was in favour of a good sleep-in. We agreed that she’d bang on my door when she got back in case I overslept, and we’d leave in time to be at the head of the queue when the gates

  opened at 8.30.




  But as the Robert Burns poem says, the best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. I woke at about 6 am, my head full of the excitement of New York. I decided that a run was probably a good

  idea, too. It’s not something swimmers do regularly but a bit of training variety is always good so I headed off downtown, through the wakening streets, still largely empty of the crowds

  which would soon swarm up from the subways.




  I jogged steadily down Seventh Avenue toward Lower Manhattan and the financial district, past the boutiques along Fashion Avenue, across Broadway, past Carnegie Hall, Madison

  Square Garden and Penn Station – all familiar names in books and on television and now right here in front of me, one after another. I just kept running, happy to be in the middle of the city

  at one of the few times of day when there’s room to move.




  It was an incredible morning, with the clearest of blue skies and only the faintest puff of wind, even there in the concrete canyon of buildings, which makes you feel as if you’re in a

  tunnel. People would later describe the air that morning as crackling. I understand what they meant. There’s an energy to New York I haven’t felt anywhere else in the world. I continued

  further and further downtown, eventually reaching the plaza of the World Trade Center. It just seemed to draw me in, this 110-storey landmark above the biggest city of them all. I couldn’t

  wait to get up there. I grabbed a coffee and then, realising I was running late, hailed a taxi back to the hotel, hoping Michelle had finished her own run and would be ready to go.




  I had a quick shower, got dressed and then knocked on Michelle’s door. It was 8.30 by now, much later than I’d hoped, but if we hurried there was still time to get up the tower

  before the crowds arrived. A dazed-looking Michelle eventually answered the door. She’d slept through her alarm. I stomped off, asking her to hurry while I waited in my room. Bored and

  impatient, I switched on the TV just as the news channels began telecasting the first images of the north tower, hit by the first plane at 8.46 am.




  I flipped from station to station in disbelief. The Fox channel coverage, like the others, was confused, not even sure at first what had hit the tower, or if it was a bomb. The footage, shot

  through the trees from below, didn’t really show the devastation. It wasn’t until the first helicopter shots were shown that people realised the impact of what was

  happening. Then, at 9.03 am, the second plane hit the south tower – where Michelle and I might have been standing if our plans had been on schedule. The reaction from the commentators was a

  stunned, ‘Oh my God’ – spoken quietly, as if they couldn’t quite believe what they were seeing.




  I rang Michelle on the hotel phone but she was still in the shower and told me to leave her alone while she got ready. She hung up on me before I could blurt out what had happened so I ran to

  her room. Dripping and wrapped in a towel, she eventually opened the door, and for the next few hours we sat glued to the television, watching the towers burn and bellow smoke like two giant

  chimneys, before President Bush formally announced what we could see – that terrorists had brought down the biggest symbol of western economic power.




  Even so, it just didn’t seem real that it was happening so close. I rang home at some stage, concerned that my family would be worried. When I told Mum that a plane had flown into

  the building where we’d planned to be, her response was almost of disinterest. It wasn’t until later that I realised why: it was late at night back in Sydney and many people had no idea

  what had just happened. Mum wouldn’t have had the slightest idea that I was talking about a giant passenger jet. In her mind, it was probably a small plane which had hit the side of a very

  large building and come off second best.
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