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fter weeks of exposure, Michael
AEheIps is likely the world's best-
nown and most-admired athlete.
This will probably inspire many to take
up swimming. If youre among them,
you may be wondering what lessons you
might draw from Phelps to swim better
yourself. The media made much of his
unusual physique + extra-long spine (and
shorter legs), 6-foot, 8-inch wingspan,
hyper-"exible joints, size 14 feet + and
approximately 2,300 training miles per
year. But much of what Phelps did in the
Water Cube was more mundane * things
you can do too. While imitating Michael
may not make you a record-breaker, it's
virtually certain you'll progress toward
swimming as well as you're capable + and
gain more satisfaction as well.

While we're at it, let's compare Michael
Phelps with another Olympic superman,
Jamaican runner Usain Bolt. After utter-
ly dominating seven other world-class
sprinters in 100 meters, track and ®eld
analysts pointed out three signi®cant
form errors he committed. Phelps could
never have dominated any race + or won
the squeaker in the 100-meter butter'y
+ without being nearly perfect in form.
And his eight medals encompassed four
distinct styles of swimming, while Usain
ran precisely the same way in his three
races. As for celebrating with 20 meters
to go, as Usain did, well forget about that
in swimming; youd never reach the ®n-
ish wall if you did. So Usain Bolt truly is
a physical superman, in comparison to
Michael Phelps.

This points out how different swimming
is from land sports + far more exacting with
regard to form because the water extracts
such a high price for inef®ciency, compared
to land. But that difference is all in your favor.
Think of it this way: On land you improve
performance by increasing muscular power,
and aerobic and anaerobic capacity. Those
are characteristics that decline inexorably
with age. In the water, you improve perfor-
mance by learning to swim with better and

more consistent skill. Those are characteris-
tics that any resourceful swimmer * particu-
larly those who may not have started swim-
ming as kids + can improve steadily upon,
even at age 70 and beyond.

The ®rst step to understanding the
phenomenon of Michael Phelps is to real-
ize that the most singular thing about him
is that, alone among all top-level swim-
mers (and all of those swimmers you saw
on TV from Beijing have lavish physical
gifts) he is the only one to never lose a race
he should win and who never fails to rise
to a great occasion * a record to be broken
or a groundbreaking accomplishment.

That speaks far more to his mental
than physical powers + an ability to shut
out all potential distractions to the task at
hand. Superior focus can be developed
just as readily as a more ef®cient stroke.
In the sidebar below | describe the salient
characteristics of freestyle as he swims it,
as well as focal points that can help you
change your freestyle to be more like his.
Practicing them will not only improve
your stroke, but also help you develop
your capacity for undistracted concentra-
tion while swimming.

How to Swim Freestyle like
Michael Phelps

Wel've distilled Michael's freestyle into
three key skills that anyone can emulate.
Pick one and swim short distances (25 to
50 yards) easily, simply trying to feel as

described. Between repeats, take deep
relaxing breaths until you feel ready to
swim with ease again. To test your ef®-
ciency, count your strokes for 25 or 50
yards before beginning, and then com-

pare your stroke count after practicing

any of the focal points.

Skill #1: Align Head and Spine *
Michael Phelps keeps his head and spine
better aligned than nearly any swimmer.
For you, this will help your legs “oat high-
er, reduce #orm? drag, and contribute sig-
ni®cantly to your comfort and ef®ciency.

How to Practice: Relax your neck mus-
cles and release your head's weight to ®nd
its most natural position. Dont hold or place
your head in position; let the water support
it. When you do, you should feel greater
relaxation in neck, shoulders and back.

Visualize your spinal line projecting
beyond your head #* like a laser beam
+ as you swim. Your laser should always
aim where you're going + especially while
breathing.

Skill # 2: Pierce the Water + Michael
Phelps had to swim 18 races + prelims,
semi®nals and ®nals + on the way to his
eight gold medals. To get through such a
grueling schedule and still win each of his
®nals, he had to ®nd a way to swim faster
with less effort. This means relying more
on reducing drag, than on increasing
propulsive power. A longer, sleeker body
line reduces drag, allowing you to swim

smoother, faster and easier.

How to Practice: Focus on using your
arms to lengthen your body line, rather
than pushing water back. One of your
hands will always be pushing back, but
instead of concentrating on that one, let
the pushing part of your stroke happen
while you focus instead on the one going
forward. Lengthen your bodyline fully on
each stroke. In fact, focus on ®nishing
your stroke to the front, not the back.

As you extend forward, visualize using
your hand and arm to part the waters
ahead of you, and then slide your body-
line through the sleeve created by your
extending arm. In this style of swimming
you focus on gradually separating the
water molecules ahead of you, rather than
pushing on those behind you.

Skill # 3: Move like Water + Michael
Phelps is a master of all four strokes
because he creates fewer waves and less
turbulence, while swimming faster than
any other swimmer. Water rewards “uent
movement and penalizes rough or rushed
movement.

How to Practice: Swim as quietly as
possible. Listen to your stroke + especially
to your kick and the entry of your arms.
And while looking down (Skill #1), watch
for bubbles in your stroke, and try to elim-
inate them. Tune into the waves created
as you move forward. Do whatever it takes
to reduce and minimize them.

Finally, compare the speed of your
hands moving back with the speed of
your body moving forward. Match those
speeds as closely as you can/

Terry Laughlin (totalimmersion.net) is
head coach of Total Immersion Swimming
in New Paltz, and a National Masters
55-59 record-holder in long distance
events. Learn these skills on the new
Total Immersion DVD 2Easy Freestyle? or
at the new Tl Swim School at Lake Placid
Health & Fitness.
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GOLD SPONSORS:
PRICE CHOPPER
ST. PETER*S CANCER CARE CENTER
UNITED HEALTHCARE

Empire State Plaza, Albany
Race Day Registration :
Co-ed 5K Race......cccccueeeeeeneeeen
2 Mile Family Walk.....

*Race registration closes at 8:30 a.m.
Call (518) 454-0045 for information or go to:
www.komenneny.org
Register online or on race day.
Not able to make it to the race? Registelnd@idep Ctire




