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EDITOR’S NOTE

Few can imagine what it’s like to set foot in an Olympic stadium, compete against the best of the best, win a medal, and break a record, much less win many medals and break countless records. Michael Phelps was on top of his game when Beneath the Surface was first published in 2004, just after he won a record-breaking eight medals (six golds and two bronzes) at the 2004 Olympics in Athens, and he admitted that he couldn’t envision the coming years being more rewarding than those leading up to that moment. If the 2004 games had been the highlight of his career and he never competed again, he’d still be revered, honored, and remembered; yet now it’s clear that he was just getting started, and that the medals, honors, and accolades would keep coming in.

All eyes were on the fresh-faced twenty-three-year-old swimmer from Baltimore when he made a grand return to the 2008 Olympics, ready to keep winning, this time in Beijing, China. Phelps had already made history at the U.S. Olympic Team Trials, where he competed in six individual events, broke two records, and put himself in the running to win eight gold medals in a single Olympics. Speedo, one of his sponsors, increased the stakes by promising their spokesman $1 million if he accomplished the feat.

As the events were underway, it became clear he could do it—win eight gold medals in a single Olympic Games, beating U.S. Olympian swimmer Mark Spitz’s seven gold medal record set in 1972. When Phelps won his seventh gold medal by a hair, Spitz raved to the Associated Press: “Epic. It goes to show you that not only is this guy the greatest swimmer of all time and the greatest Olympian of all time, he’s maybe the greatest athlete of all time. He’s the greatest racer who ever walked the planet.” That seventh medal didn’t come without a fight; Serbian rival Milorad Čavić, who contested the result, claimed he was the first one to touch the wall. Although Phelps was awarded first place, officials revealed a year later that though Čavić had actually finished first, Phelps had touched the wall with such great force that he registered a faster time. This controversy drew even more attention to the sport, and all eyes were on Phelps as he got ready for his final race. Čavić didn’t hold a grudge; like all of Phelps’ competitors, he was happy that he got to square off against the greatest swimmer, perhaps of all time, and was ecstatic to come so close to catching him in the water.

Many remember tuning in to watch Phelps’ eighth race, the 4x100-meter medley relay with teammates Brendan Hansen, Aaron Peirsol, and Jason Lezak, and the electric excitement in the air that could be felt right through the television screen. At this point, coverage of the Beijing Games centered on Phelps; his name was familiar not only in the United States, but around the globe. In his usual pre-race routine, Phelps was listening to music on his headphones while focusing on the upcoming racing, and helping his relay team to secure a victory. The stakes were higher than ever before and the moments leading up to the event and the Americans’ surprising victory would be talked about for weeks to come. It was Phelps who secured the win, as the team was in third place behind Australia and Japan when he jumped in to complete the third leg. Everyone watched as he finished the fastest butterfly split ever for that event (50.58 seconds), passing his opponents and giving Lezak a lead in the final leg that he was able to hold on to until the finish.

The Olympics brought in almost 1 billion more viewers that year than the Athens Games had. Undoubtedly, Phelps and athletes like him were the reason for this high surge of interest. People become fascinated with fierce competitors like Phelps who display good showmanship while obliterating their opponents. Since Phelps’ debut in the 2000 Sydney Olympics until 2010, the USA Swimming governing body saw a twenty-four-percent increase in membership of year-round swimmers; many were no doubt inspired by Phelps’ dedication and competitiveness. Perhaps due to his incredible, almost superhuman successes at the 2008 Games at Beijing, Phelps did come under suspicion, with skeptics claiming he had illegal substances in his system. Phelps, who had already signed up for Project Belief, in which U.S. Olympians choose to be tested for substances in their system, proved them all wrong by passing every test with a clean slate. Some might not want to believe that a man can achieve his level of athleticism by simply training, but Phelps owes his success to his resilient coach, an intense training schedule, a supportive family, and some beneficial physical attributes that give him the edge over his competition. His arm span is slightly longer than the length of his body, which helps propel his large torso and lean legs, while his oversized feet help him to accelerate. With these features, Phelps was meant to be a fish in the water, and his mental stamina has never failed him.

[image: images]

After the 2008 Olympics, Phelps once again was in a whirlwind, doing interviews, attracting more sponsors, and touring the world. Using his $1 million bonus from Speedo, he started the Michael Phelps Foundation, with programs to teach children the importance of a healthy and active lifestyle. The foundation also strives to expand swimming as a sport and shows kids how to set goals for themselves.

At the same time, and unbeknownst to many, Phelps did contemplate retirement. He started missing some practices, many thought he didn’t take his training as seriously as before, and he gained twenty-five pounds. In an interview in the August 2012 issue with Details magazine, he admitted that “At that point, I just didn’t have anything. It was weird going from the highest of the high, the biggest point of your life—winning eight gold medals—and then saying, ‘All right, where do I go from here?’ I wasn’t motivated. I did nothing, literally nothing, for a long time.”

Having accomplished so much in such a short period of time and at such a young age, Phelps wasn’t sure how to move forward after hitting the glass ceiling and seemingly achieving all he could in the sport; how many more records could he possibly break? What could elevate his career past a peak that he thought he already reached? If he lost belief in himself for a bit, his fans stayed supportive, admiring his resilience and not wanting to see him quit.

Phelps found himself in the middle of more controversy when photos surfaced of the athlete smoking marijuana several months after his return from Beijing. USA Swimming, the governing body for swimming in the United States, suspended Phelps from competitive swimming for three months, and the media speculated that many of his sponsors would not renew their contracts with him. The incident could have been the first of many—a result of his fame getting to his head or too much pressure resting on his shoulders—but he chose not to go down that path. While Kellogg’s did cancel his endorsement deal, most of his sponsors stuck by him. Once again he proved that he could learn from his mistakes, recover, and continue competing at an even higher level.

At the 2009 National Championships he competed in only three events, yet won them all. Later that year, he won six medals (five golds, one silver) at the World Aquatics Championships in Rome, Italy. The following year, he once again beat many competitors at the National Championships, but lost to twenty-six-year-old Ryan Lochte in the 200-meter individual medley. This was the first time he had lost to Lochte, and it served to ratchet up their competitive rivalry.

In 2011, Phelps collected four golds, two silvers, and one bronze at the World Aquatics Championships, and seemed to be back in top form. When he went into the 2012 Olympic trials in Omaha, Nebraska, he initially wanted to try swimming in some different events, like swimming sprints, and didn’t want to compete in eight events, as he had four years before. However, Coach Bob Bowman wanted him to enter his signature events, and he ended up qualifying for the same eight he did in Beijing. Headed to the London Olympics in July–August 2012, Phelps felt relaxed—“I just want to have fun,” he told a reporter—and calmly confident. He also let on that these would be his last Olympics.
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Phelps swims the 200-meter butterfly at the 2012 Olympic trials in Omaha. (AP Photo/Mark Humphrey)

Since Phelps had already beaten the record for most medals won in a single Olympics, his next goal was to surpass Ukranian gymnast Larisa Latynina’s record for most Olympic medals won ever. Latynina set the record during the 1950s and 1960s, winning eighteen medals. But things got off to a shaky start when Phelps placed fourth in the first race of the London Games, the 400-meter individual medley. This marked the first time he didn’t win a medal for an event since the 2000 Olympics in Sydney. U.S. teammate and rival Ryan Lochte claimed the first gold medal for men’s swimming, while Thiago Pereira of Brazil and Kosuke Hagino of Japan finished second and third respectively. Losing right out of the gate served as a wakeup call, as Phelps came back with a vengeance for the next race.

Those who started doubting that he’d be able to pull off the record-breaking feat were quickly proven wrong when he won silver with his teammates, Nathan Adrian, Cullen Jones, and Lochte, in the 4x100-meter freestyle relay the following day. This time Team USA lost the lead to the French in the last leg, despite a 47.15 leg from Phelps, the team’s fastest. Now Phelps needed to win just one more medal to tie Latynina’s all-time record.

On July 31, Phelps entered his signature event, the 200-meter butterfly. Many speculated he would get his first gold medal in this race, and they were almost correct. He dominated from the start, leading the pack for almost the entire race—almost. In the last three meters his strokes became inconsistent; he lost his advantage and was defeated by Chad le Clos of South Africa by two-tenths of a second. However, his silver medal put him on the podium for the eighteenth time, tying him for the most Olympic medals won ever, with four more events still to go.

That same day, Phelps managed to break the all-time record for total number of medals with the help of his teammates in the 4x200-meter freestyle relay. Ryan Lochte really delivered in the first leg, putting the team in first place. When Conor Dwyer was handed the lead he started to fall behind but was able to recapture the lead at the end of his leg, handing it off to Ricky Berens, who continued the charge. When Phelps hit the water, he was already at a huge advantage. He beat the French and Chinese, sporting a smile in the last few meters before he even finished the race, knowing that he had made history.

Latynina was gracious about Phelps’ accomplishment, saying she was happy to see the American win, and describing Phelps as “the world’s greatest Olympian.”

“I have a normal human attitude towards the fact that finally a strong and talented athlete has emerged who overcame this record,” said Latynina, who attended the Games as a guest of the International Gymnastics Federation.

“I would like him to keep this record for as long a period as possible,” she said.

In the 200-meter individual medley, Phelps once again squared off against his teammate, Ryan Lochte. In true Michael Phelps fashion, he led every leg of the race, smoking the competition, and not only winning an unprecedented twentieth medal with a time of 1:54.27, but also becoming the first male swimmer to win the same individual event three consecutive times. His mom, Debbie, and sisters, Whitney and Hilary, were in the stands, cheering and crying tears of joy. Phelps, standing on the podium, uncharacteristically had teary eyes as well, while the U.S. national anthem was played.
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Phelps poses with his gold medal from the 100-meter butterfly race in London. At the time, it was expected to have been his last Olympic gold medal from an individual event, but he subsequently decided to come out of retirement for the 2016 Games in Rio. (AP Photo/Julio Cortez)

The next day, on August 3, he competed in what at the time was expected to be the last individual race of his career, the 100-meter butterfly. This time, he was in the back of the pack until the last 50 meters of the race, when he used his power to surge ahead of Clos and Evgeny Korotyshkin of Russia, who tied for silver. Having astounded spectators the day before by winning a “threepeat” of the 200-meter individual medley, he did it again with the 100-meter butterfly, while getting his seventeenth gold medal, hopping from one unprecedented feat to another like only he could. He won with a time of 51.21 seconds. Phelps still wasn’t finished, though, with only the 4x100 meter medley relay remaining on the following day, which was expected to be the last race of his Olympic career. With Matt Grevers on backstroke, Brendan Hansen on breaststroke, Phelps in the butterfly, and Nathan Adrian in freestyle, the American team had to win this for Phelps. As was the case many times before, they were behind until Phelps jumped in the pool and pulled out ahead on his second leg, giving the team a quarter second lead that they held onto to win gold—Phelps’ eighteenth gold medal, and twenty-second medal overall. With a time of 3:29.35, they beat second-place Japan and third-place Australia by two seconds.

Phelps had not only made history for swimming in these Olympics, but for the Games as a whole. It’s a tough feat to become the greatest competitor in one sport, but Phelps has earned legendary status; he’s now often called the greatest athlete that has ever lived. Even with all eyes on him and the pressure on his shoulders in the 2012 Olympics, he seemed to be enjoying the events more than ever. Having started in his first Olympic event as a fifteen-year-old in 2000, the now more mature and calm twenty-seven-year-old Phelps took the time to soak in the Olympic experiences in London.

When the Games were over, Phelps planned to focus more on his foundation, his other philanthropic projects, and maybe a little bit of golf, but staying away from the thrill of competition would prove hard for the pro. In a July 2012 interview with the Associated Press, he contemplated, “It’s been a part of my life for so long, so walking away will be weird, but it’s something that I’m ready for. Eventually it will hit me and it will strike me that it is all over. Who knows what will happen then? I’ll just take it all in steps and deal with it along the way.”

Just after the London Olympics, he did indeed announce his retirement. Yet there are those who speculated that Phelps really wouldn’t retire, that his intense competitive nature would draw him back in 2016. Their suspicions would prove correct when, in April 2014, Phelps announced that he would be coming out of retirement. Shortly after his announcement, Phelps told the Charlotte Observer more about the reasoning behind his decision to return, “I’m doing it to have fun and because I love it. In Mesa [Arizona, where Phelps first un-retired in April], I felt like a kid down there swimming in a summer league meet. That’s something I haven’t had in awhile.” The Mesa event marked the first time that he had competed in 18 months. Three weeks later, he captured first place in the 100-meter butterfly at the Charlotte Grand Prix with a time of 52.13. Highlights of that summer included his appearances at the 2014 U.S. Nationals and the Pan Pacific Championships. Though he faced tough competition from Tom Shields and Ryan Lochte, he nevertheless exerted his dominance in the pool. At the Pan Pac games, he was part of the winning 200-meter freestyle relay and 100-meter medley relay teams, and he also captured the 100-meter butterfly in 51.29. He left the Land Down Under with five medals in tow—including three gold and two silver—from six events. Phelps also ended up finishing the season with the world’s fastest time in the 100-meter butterfly—51.17, which he achieved at the Nationals preliminaries.

However, what had initially been cause for celebration for Phelps’ fans in seeing him return to the pool soon turned to concern when reports surfaced that he was arrested on the morning of September 30 for speeding, crossing the double yellow lines, and drunken driving. The events caused him to seek help from a rehab facility in Arizona. Phelps and others close to him have cited the positive effects that the 45 days in rehab had on him. “I wound up uncovering a lot of things about myself that I probably knew, but I didn’t want to approach,” he told Sports Illustrated, in a November 2015 profile.

That December, he was placed on 18 months’ probation and received a one-year suspended sentence after pleading guilty to DUI. He also ultimately served a six-month suspension from USA Swimming events and was not able to compete in the 2015 World Championships either.

The year 2015 got off to a more promising start for Phelps, on both a personal and professional level. He and girlfriend Nicole Johnson, known by many as Miss California USA 2010, got engaged just a few months in.

“Her and I have been on and off for eight years,” Phelps said. “It’s been a long time. We’ve been through a lot. But I love her to death. We’ve been able to grow as a couple through everything we’ve been through, the positive changes I’ve made in my life.”

He also completed his suspension from competitive swimming in April and publicly declared his intentions to compete for Team USA in the 2016 Summer Olympics in Brazil. “I am looking forward to next year. I don’t think it’s too hard to really realize why I came back,” Phelps told the media. The return began with the Arena Pro Swim Series in Mesa, Arizona, where he won both the 100-meter butterfly and 100-meter freestyle events.

That summer, Phelps told the media of his intentions to stay sober through at least the 2016 Olympics and possibly beyond, “Before I even went to court, I said to myself that I’m not going to drink until after Rio—if I ever drink again. That was a decision I made for myself.”

Perhaps the highlight of Phelps’ 2015 swimming schedule took place in August at the U.S. National Championships held in San Antonio, Texas, where he placed first in three events—the 100-meter butterfly (50.45), the 200-meter butterfly (1:52.94), and the 200-meter individual medley (1:54.75). He posted 2015 world-best times in all three events.

“Maybe since 2008, I haven’t felt this good swimming races back to back to back,” Phelps said.

He continued his strong comeback through the end of the year, culminating in his performance at the Winter Nationals in Washington, where he once again won the 100- and 200-meter butterfly races, as well as the 200-meter individual medley.

The 2016 season began with the Arena Pro Swim Series in Austin, Texas, though most Phelps fans at this point were focused on the U.S. Olympic team trials at the end of June. In the interim, Phelps and Johnson also welcomed a son, Boomer Robert Phelps, to the world in May.

“It’s been an awesome, awesome, awesome few days. Probably—actually, not probably—100 percent probably the coolest experience that I’ve ever had, being able to welcome Boomer into the world with Nicole,” Phelps said in a Facebook Live video.

Boomer was three months old when it came time to watch his dad on the biggest stage of all in Michael’s return to the Olympics for his fourth showing. This time, Phelps, the most decorated athlete in the history of the Games, received the honor of carrying the U.S. flag during the opening ceremony in Rio. Two days later, on August 7, he returned to the pool as part of the U.S. 4x100-meter freestyle relay team that also included Caeleb Dressel, Ryan Held, and Adrian. Phelps, who swam the second leg, did so by posting the quickest 100-meter freestyle split of his storied career—47.12 seconds. Adrian finished the race with the fastest leg of the night—46.97 seconds of the U.S. team’s 3:09.92 total time. France (3:10.53) and Australia (3:11.37) finished in second and third, respectively.

Despite the excitement that came with winning his nineteenth gold medal and twenty-third medal overall, Phelps did not have too much time to bask in the glory that accompanied the 4x100 race. Just two days later, he competed in two more events—the 200-meter butterfly and the 4x200-meter freestyle relay. In his first individual event of the Games, Phelps won by four one-hundredths of a second over Japan’s Masato Sakai, the second-place finisher, in rather dramatic fashion.

Phelps had placed second in the event at the London Games and had been looking to redeem himself this time around.

“This is the race I really wanted back,” he said.

Those watching will likely remember a number of post-race images, including that of Phelps holding up his finger once the scoreboard confirmed that he had indeed finished first. He then beckoned to the crowd with his hands and subsequently pumped his fist. Once out of the pool, he approached the stands to kiss Boomer and celebrate with his fiancée and his mother.
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Phelps celebrates after his narrow victory in the 200-meter butterfly. (AP Photo/Michael Sohn)

With his twentieth first-place Olympic finish in the books, Phelps set his sights on capturing the next race. He didn’t have to wait long, as he ended up anchoring the winning 4x200-meter freestyle relay that same day. Teammates Conor Dwyer, Townley Haas, and Lochte built a lead for Phelps that he never relinquished, and the U.S. completed the race in 7:00.66. Britain and Japan followed in 7:03.13 and 7:03.50, respectively.

With three events complete and three more scheduled, the next event that Phelps set out to win was the 200-meter individual medley on August 11. The anticipation before this one was heightened due to the matchup between Phelps and his longtime rival Lochte. Though Lochte led after the first 100 meters of the race, Phelps ultimately gained the lead and finished in first place, nearly two seconds before Kosuke Hagino of Japan, who had won the 400-meter IM but took the silver in the 200-meter race. Lochte finished fifth in the event, and Phelps became the first Olympic swimmer ever to win his first four races at the same Games. It was his thirteenth individual Olympic gold, surpassing a record dating back to ancient Greece (152 B.C.), when Leonidas of Rhodes won twelve Olympic gold medals over the course of his career. In a gesture that indicates just how much Phelps’ career transcended swimming, a replay of the 200 IM victory was shown on the screen in Baltimore, Phelps’ hometown, at the Ravens-Carolina Panthers preseason football game.

Phelps’ gold-medal streak would come to an end the next day though, with the 100-meter butterfly. Singapore’s Joseph Schooling, who posted a remarkable time of 50.39, faster than all of Phelps’ first-place finishes in the event at the previous three Olympic Games, would prove to be the spoiler. Phelps finished in a three-way tie for second with Hungary’s Laszlo Cseh and South Africa’s Chad le Clos, with a time of 51.14.
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Phelps reaches up to kiss 3-month-old Boomer after his victory in the 200-meter butterfly event. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)

The next day, in what is expected to be the last race of Phelps’ Olympic career, Ryan Murphy began the 4x100-meter medley relay for Team USA with a record-breaking 100-meter backstroke. Cody Miller followed with the breaststroke before Phelps joined for his butterfly leg. He regained the lead for the U.S., and Adrian sealed the deal with the freestyle leg. The group completed the race in 3:27.95, ahead of Great Britain (3:29.24) and Australia (3:29.93).

“It’s just a perfect way to finish,” Phelps said.

Now with twenty-eight Olympic medals in tow, including twenty-three gold medals, Phelps’ tears after his last race seemed to represent the emotional, yet absolutely dominant, career that it’s been.

“I’m just ready for something different,” he told NBC after his final race. “My swimming career might be over, but I have the future ahead of me to turn the page and start whenever I want. It’s not the end of a career. It’s the beginning of a new journey.”

Reports have speculated that a focus on his family and perhaps some time mentoring younger swimmers—amongst other duties—will take the place of the hours he spends training in the pool. Yet others argue that he came out of retirement once and just may do so again for the Tokyo Games in 2020. Regardless of what the future holds for Michael Phelps, though, his twelve-year dominance in the Olympic pool will serve as an era in its own right and one that will be extremely difficult to surpass for swimmers and athletes around the world.

—August 2016

 

MICHAEL PHELPS MEDAL COUNT

2004 ATHENS OLYMPICS – six gold medals, two bronze medals

Aug. 14 – 400-meter individual medley

Gold – Phelps (4:08.26)

Silver – Erik Vendt (USA/4:11.21)

Bronze – László Cseh (Hungary/4:12.15)

Aug. 15 – 4x100-meter freestyle relay

Gold – South Africa (3:13.17)

Silver – Netherlands (3:14.36)

Bronze – USA (3:14.62)

Aug. 16 – 200-meter freestyle

Gold – Ian Thorpe (Australia/1:44.71)

Silver – Pieter van den Hoogenbad (Netherlands/1:45.23)

Bronze – Phelps (1:45.32)

Aug. 17 – 200-meter butterfly

Gold – Phelps (1:54.04)

Silver – Takashi Yamamoto (Japan/1:54.56)

Bronze – Stephen Parry (Great Britain/1:55.52)

Aug. 17 – 4x200-meter freestyle relay

Gold – USA (7:07.33)

Silver – Australia (7:07.46)

Bronze – Italy (7:11.83)

Aug. 19 – 200-meter individual medley

Gold – Phelps (1:57.14)

Silver – Ryan Lochte (USA/1:58.78)

Bronze – George Bovell (Trinidad and Tobago/1:58.80)

Aug. 20 – 100-meter butterfly

Gold – Phelps (51.25)

Silver – Ian Crocker (USA/51.29)

Bronze – Andriy Serdinov (Ukraine/51.36)

Aug. 21 – 4x100-meter medley relay

Gold – USA (3:30.68)

Silver – Germany (3:33.62)

Bronze – Japan (3:35.22)

2008 BEIJING OLYMPICS – eight gold medals

Aug. 10 – 400-meter individual medley

Gold – Phelps (4:03.84)

Silver – László Cseh (Hungary/4:06.16)

Bronze – Ryan Lochte (USA/4:08.09)

Aug. 11 – 4x100-meter freestyle relay

Gold – USA (3:08.24)

Silver – France (3:08.32)

Bronze – Australia (3:09.31)

Aug. 12 – 200-meter freestyle

Gold – Phelps (1:42.96)

Silver – Park Tae–Hwan (South Korea/1:44.85)

Bronze – Peter Vanderkaay (USA/1:45.14)

Aug. 13 – 200-meter butterfly

Gold – Phelps (1:52.03)

Silver – László Cseh (Hungary/1:52.70)

Bronze – Takeshi Matsuda (Japan/1:52.97)

Aug. 13 – 4x200-meter freestyle relay

Gold – Phelps (6:58.56)

Silver – Russia (7:03.70)

Bronze – Australia (7:04.98)

Aug. 15 – 200-meter individual medley

Gold – Phelps (1:54.23)

Silver – László Cseh (Hungary/1:56.52)

Bronze – Ryan Lochte (USA/1:56.53)

Aug. 16 – 100-meter butterfly

Gold – Phelps (50.58)

Silver – Milorad Čavić (Serbia/50.59)

Bronze – Andrew Lauterstein (Australia/51.12)

Aug. 17 – 4x100-meter medley relay

Gold – USA (3:29.34)

Silver – Australia (3:30.04)

Bronze – Japan (3:31.18)

2012 LONDON OLYMPICS – four gold medals, two silver medals

July 28 – 400-meter individual medley

Gold – Ryan Lochte (USA/4:05.28)

Silver – Thiago Pereira (Brazil/4:08.86)

Bronze – Kosuke Hagino (Japan/4:08.94)

Phelps places fourth (4:09.28)

July 29 – 4x100-meter freestyle

Gold – France (3:09.93)

Silver – USA (3:10.38)

Bronze – Russia (3:11.41)

July 31 – 200-meter butterfly

Gold – Chad le Clos (South Africa/1:52.96)

Silver – Phelps (1:53.01)

Bronze – Takeshi Matsuda (Japan/1:53.21)

July 31 – 4x200-meter freestyle relay

Gold – USA (6:59.70)

Silver – France (7:02.77)

Bronze – China (7:06.30)

Aug. 2 – 200-meter individual medley

Gold – Phelps (1:54.27)

Silver – Ryan Lochte (USA/1:54.90)

Bronze – László Cseh (Hungary/1:56.22)

Aug. 3 – 100-meter butterfly

Gold – Phelps (51.21)

Silver – Chad le Clos (South Africa/51.44)

Bronze – Evgeny Korotyshkin (Russian Federation/51.44)

Aug. 4 – 4x100-meter medley relay

Gold – USA (3:29.35)

Silver – Japan (3:31.26)

Bronze – Australia (3:31.56)

2016 RIO OLYMPICS – five gold medals, one silver medal

Aug. 7 – 4x100-meter freestyle relay

Gold – USA (3:09.92)

Silver – France (3:10.53)

Bronze – Australia (3:11.37)

Aug. 9 – 200-meter butterfly

Gold – Phelps (1:53.36)

Silver – Masato Sakai (Japan/1:53.40)

Bronze – Tamás Kenderesi (Hungary/1:53.62)

Aug. 9 – 4x200-meter freestyle relay

Gold – USA (7:00.66)

Silver – Great Britain (7:03.13)

Bronze – Japan (7:03.50)

Aug. 11 – 200-meter individual medley

Gold – Phelps (1:54.66)

Silver – Kosuke Hagino (Japan/1:56.61)

Bronze – Wang Shun (China/1:57.05)

Aug. 12 – 100-meter butterfly

Gold – Joseph Schooling (Singapore/50.39)

Silver – Phelps (51.14); Laszlo Cseh (Hungary/51.14); Chad le Clos (South Africa/51.14)

Aug. 13 – 4x100-meter medley relay

Gold – USA (3:27.95)

Silver – Great Britain (3:29.24)

Bronze – Australia (3:29.93)


FOREWORD

Not too long ago, at an NBC Olympics event in New York, I walked into a back room where a few people were milling around, and Michael Phelps was seated on a small couch. In front of him, on a coffee table, was a large, empty pizza box. Phelps was downing the last morsels, so I waited a moment before confirming my suspicion.

“Michael, did you eat that whole pizza by yourself?” I asked.

His smile, framed by some lingering crumbs on the sides of his mouth, was a mixture of sheepishness and pride.

“Yeah,” he said. “I housed it.”

Okay, I know Olympic athletes in training burn ridiculous amounts of carbs and calories. But still….

As he turns 23, Michael Phelps is a peculiar combination of a typical American young man and thoroughly extraordinary American athlete. Sure, he’s already well on his way to becoming the most decorated Olympian ever, and he might only be halfway through his career. But in the handful of times we’ve met over the past several years, what’s struck me as much as the superhuman aspects of him is the normal stuff. The kid from Baltimore raised by his single mom and older sisters. The football fan who goes to a bar in a purple jersey every Sunday in the fall when he’s training in Ann Arbor to watch his hometown Ravens (cleaning out the kitchen of chicken wings, mozzarella sticks, and potato skins by halftime, I’m guessing). The video game fanatic who has to schedule his day around his housemate: an English bulldog named Herman.

Maybe what accentuates Phelps’ normalcy on dry land are the freakish gifts he has when water is involved. We’ve heard and read a lot about how Phelps was born to swim—how his elongated torso, large feet, and massive hands are a racer’s dream combination. But to understand what makes him so phenomenally successful, you have to know the level of his dedication. In the year leading up to the Athens Games, Phelps took just one day off from training—that includes weekends–and it was the day his wisdom teeth were removed. In the four years since his dominance in Greece, his coach says he’s somehow found a way to step up the intensity another notch. Like Michael Jordan and Tiger Woods, two athletes he’s sometimes compared to, Phelps has the most talent. But like that esteemed pair, he wins so often because he understands that while talent is huge, hard work takes it to other levels. And also because, like Jordan and Woods, he loves nothing more than competing, and hates nothing more than losing.

Since he last was on the Olympic stage, Phelps’ life has been, sure enough, a combination of the normal and the remarkable. He’s made a wrong turn or two, but afterwards, he’s taken full responsibility. He talks about what he’s learned from those missteps in this update to his book. Meanwhile, in the pool, while you may have been turned away, he’s set eight more world records and counting, won 12 more gold medals at the World Championships, and done everything he can to put himself in position for his monumental goal in Beijing: eight events, eight gold medals. It would be the greatest achievement in the history of the Games.

As Phelps himself might put it, he’s looking to “house” the Olympics.

I’m not going to bet against him. That pizza box was empty, but it sure looked like he had room for more.

—Bob Costas, June 2008
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	MY OWN MIRACLE





The night before my first Olympic race in Athens, I could see myself in a movie. Hold on, it isn’t as fun as it sounds. I was in my room at the Olympic village, watching Miracle, the story about the 1980 U.S. hockey team. I had watched the movie twice before, and there was one scene that really hit home. About four months before the team won the gold medal in Lake Placid and inspired the whole country, it played an exhibition game in Norway that the players never forgot. The Americans tied that night, but the listless way they played enraged their head coach, Herb Brooks. After the game was over and the players figured they’d have time to rest, Brooks made them skate from one end of the ice to the other, no matter how tired they were. After they finished one round, he’d blow his whistle and shout out, “Again.” And away they’d go. “Again.” The players were gasping for air. “Again.” The players were falling over from exhaustion. “Again.” Soon one of the workmen came by and turned off the lights in the arena, but Brooks wasn’t satisfied. “Again.” After a few dozen “agains,” Coach Brooks finally let the players go back to their locker rooms, and they knew after that, no matter what the score, it was his job to drive them until they gave their best effort. They knew that no matter what obstacle they faced at the Olympics, even a game against the seemingly unbeatable Soviets, they had already overcome something more difficult—that night of endless “agains.” They may have hated Brooks for it at the time, but how could they have been that good without him?

Fast forward 24 years to a pool at the North Baltimore Aquatic Club. It was a Friday in February 2004, a day that was supposed to mean a light workout of about 5,000 easy yards. That’s almost three miles, which for us is almost a day off. Instead it was the day Herb Brooks reappeared as my coach, Bob Bowman. We started doing these kicking drills: 75 yards of kicking only, at full speed, followed by 50 yards easy. After a couple of those, you start to feel a burn in your legs, so they get a little wobbly as you get out of the pool. But do enough of them, and your legs get stronger and you’re able to kick harder and more efficiently during competitions. We were supposed to do eight sets of these drills, but apparently we didn’t do them very well. “C’mon, get it right,” I remember Bob saying that day. So eight sets became ten. “No loafing,” Bob shouted. And we were up to 12. “If you’re not serious, why show up?” Fifteen and counting. “I said full speed.” Eighteen. You know, when Bob gets really angry, there’s a vein in the right side of his neck that just gets bigger and more pronounced. By the time we were on our 24th set, his vein looked like a second neck.

When I got out of the pool that day, you could have twirled up my legs and put tomato sauce on them because they felt like spaghetti. That was a serious burn. Could even the Olympics be this hard? The movie resonated with me because without all the hard work they put in, without a few days of spaghetti legs, the U.S. hockey players would never have been capable of their miracle. They worked at it. They needed someone to push them. They needed to push themselves. They became a family. They grew up. They understood that commitment—real commitment you never knew you could make—comes before winning. And they could never have done it alone. At the Olympic Village the night before the biggest meet of my life, I fell asleep to Miracle.

[image: images]

I woke up the next morning at 7 a.m. and I had never been so pumped for anything in my life. Usually I get fidgety when I’m in the middle of the most intense part of my training. As I get closer to a big meet, I relax and get laid back, because the hard work is done and the fun part, the thrill of competition, is in front of me. On the first Saturday of competition, I couldn’t wait to get back in the water. I had the 400-meter individual medley that day, with the top eight swimmers from the morning heats advancing to the evening finals. Before the morning swim, I followed the routine Bob had meticulously planned for me: I ate a light oatmeal breakfast, stretched for half an hour exactly two hours before the race, did 35 minutes of drills and light swimming, relaxed up to half an hour before the event, put on the racing suit, took a light swim ten minutes before and then got on the blocks to race. Bob has the internal stopwatch of a mad scientist. If daily plans are off by minutes or if split times are off by hundredths of seconds, the vein starts popping and the lungs start shouting. He doesn’t want anything to be random.

Bob and I didn’t say much about the morning prelim, which was a good sign. I had the fastest time in the heats and I was considered the favorite to win that night. A year earlier I won the 400 IM at the World Championships in Barcelona in world-record time. With a possible eight events staring at me, Bob and I both thought it was a good thing that the final of the 400 IM, a “safe” race, was ahead of me on the first night.

Between sessions, I talked briefly to Erik Vendt, the other U.S. swimmer in the race. Erik and I had talked about finishing one-two as we had at the Olympic Trials the previous month in Long Beach. Unfortunately, he didn’t swim that well in the morning and barely qualified for the final, in eighth position. “Forget about it,” I told him. “This wasn’t you and you know that. We’ll get ’em tonight.”

An hour later I was back at the village, hoping to rest and trying to figure out why I couldn’t mash my pillow into the right shape. Usually, I’m so spent after being in the water, I fall asleep like a rock and you can give me a gold medal for power napping. No luck that day. I stared at the ceiling in my room for two solid hours. Try telling a kid to fall asleep on Christmas Eve. Can’t do it. The anticipation is way too intense, except that this wasn’t something I’d been waiting for since last December 26; I had been waiting for this for as long as I can remember having goals. One gold medal. That’s what I thought about since 1992, the year I realized I could swim. Every time reporters asked me about tying or breaking Mark Spitz’s record of seven gold medals at one Olympics, I’d keep reminding them that it was my dream to win one gold medal. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t shut my eyes that afternoon—my dream was in front of me, hours away. There are times in my sleep when I literally dream my race from start to finish. Other nights, when I’m about to fall asleep, I visualize to the point that I know exactly what I want to do: dive, glide, stroke, flip, reach the wall, hit the split time to the hundredth, then swim back again for as many times as I need to finish the race. It’s pretty vivid the first time I do it, but eventually it puts me to sleep as if I’m counting sheep. But two hours of visualization! Know what happens when you stare at a ceiling for two hours? It’s still the same ceiling. Get me out of here. I want to swim again.

At 4:30 an overflow of athletes and coaches started pushing their way to get on the bus to take us to the swim stadium. “Michael, be aggressive. Move up towards the door,” Bob prodded. “Need to make this one or we’re behind schedule.” At that point I turned around and snapped. “What can I do? There’s nothing I can do about it! Everyone’s leaving at the same time, okay?” Bob and I made the bus, but we didn’t talk when we were inside. He knew I was nervous, wound tighter than he’d ever seen me before a race.

I went through the same warmup at the pool and the minutes before the race went by pretty slowly. Finally I walked onto the deck with Eminem’s “Til I Collapse” blaring on my headphones. I’m a huge hip-hop fan, and for the last year I’ve listened to that song before each race. I won’t repeat all the words, but it begins like this:

Sometimes you feel tired, feel weak

When you feel weak, you feel like you wanna just give up

But you gotta search within you, find that inner strength.

I toweled off the block in my lane, Lane 4, took the headphones off, and stretched my legs against the block, right leg first and left leg second. On the blocks I have a ritual of bending down, reaching my arms above my head and swinging them back down three times across my chest very fast. Then I get into a track start (one leg behind the other), wait for the loud beep, and go.

As I jumped into the pool, Rowdy Gaines, an Olympic champion from 1984 and an NBC analyst in Athens, was telling his audience, “This event is going to introduce America to Michael Phelps.” The 400 IM consists of 100 meters, or two poollengths, of each stroke; butterfly, backstroke, breaststroke and freestyle. My plan for the race was pretty straightforward: take as big a lead as I could—two bodylengths, if possible—before the breaststroke, which is my weakest stroke. Bob wanted me to stay just ahead of my record pace without blasting it too fast.

My butterfly split, 55.57 seconds, put me ahead of the 55.66 I swam at the Olympic Trials in Long Beach a month earlier when I broke the world record. I didn’t actually know the time, but I felt very strong.

I have a habit of looking up at the clock during the backstroke, because I can face the scoreboard. I knew I was on target, and I could feel that I was starting to pull away from the swimmers next to me by the two bodylengths I’d wanted.

The breaststroke leg always seems to take forever. Since your hands aren’t supposed to break the surface of the water, it takes about ten seconds longer to swim 100 meters in the breaststroke than it does, for example, in the freestyle. I got through it without losing much of my lead. I was 100 meters away.

When I came off the last wall with 50 meters to go, I looked to my left and saw Italy’s Alessio Boggiatto approaching the wall in Lane 3. Then I looked to my right and saw Hungary’s Laszlo Cseh just getting to the wall in Lane 5. Since the people who swim the fastest in the heats get the middle lanes in the finals, those swimmers can usually keep a close eye on their competition. At that point I knew I was about to win the gold medal I’d been thinking about, talking about, even dreaming about, for most of my life. I smiled through the water for the last 25 meters. I rarely do that during practice unless someone cracks me up in the middle of easy laps, and I never do that during a race. That night I remember smiling as I glided into the wall.

Immediately after every race I look up and try to find my mom, Debbie, in the stands. It isn’t just because she’s been there for all my meets, but because she’s been there for everything else. She raised me as a single parent since I was seven and supported me unconditionally through everything, not just at moments when I was smiling at the ends of my races. So before I looked at the scoreboard, I looked up and saw my mom standing next to my sisters, Whitney and Hilary, who were all cheering. After that, I glanced at the clock and saw the WR, signifying world record, next to my name. I put my arm in the air, but I was in a trance. Even though I had been ahead in the race, it still didn’t sink in that I had won until I looked up and saw the #1 next to my name. I was waiting for that switch to go off, so I could let my emotions go. The switch came from Lane 1. “Mike! Mike!” It was Erik, swimming over across the lane lines to get me. I hadn’t even noticed that he had finished second. We went one-two. “Yeah, Vendt, yeah,” I shouted. “Yeah, we did it.”
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