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Built to swim, Phelps found a focus and refuge in water
By Vicki Michaelis, USA TODAY

Michael Phelps' remarkably long torso is like the hull of a boat, his coach says, allowing him to ride high on the water. His ankles, knees, elbows and shoulder joints are rubber-band flexible. His wingspan is 3 inches longer than his 6-4 height. 

But for all of the genetic gifts that make him a master at defying drag in the water, for all of the physical advantages that could propel the 23-year-old swimmer in the next month to the best Olympic performance of all time, the key to Phelps' superiority is what is in his mind as he races.

Very little.

"It's either nothing or 'I have to get my hand on the wall before they do,' " says Phelps, who won six gold and two bronze medals in the 2004 Olympics.

His coach says that single-mindedness, that ability to shut out the great expectations and the supercharged Olympic atmosphere, will allow Phelps — who will race up to 20 times in Beijing in pursuit of a record eight gold medals — to climb out of the pool each time with an eye only on what's next.

"That," coach Bob Bowman says, "is his strongest attribute." 

For an athlete who took Ritalin for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) as a child, it is also his most surprising asset.

"Michael's ability to focus amazes me," says his mom, Debbie Phelps, a middle school principal who occasionally speaks on panels about ADHD. It's a condition that most frequently affects children, making it hard for them to pay attention to one thing or to sit for long periods. 

Bowman, who began coaching Phelps at the North Baltimore Aquatic Club when the swimmer was 11, recalls how much time Phelps spent sitting near the lifeguard stand as a kid, benched because he was being too disruptive.

"He never sat still. He never shut up; he would never stop asking questions," his mom says. "He just wanted to go from one thing to another."

When he was in elementary school, a teacher told his mom that Phelps would never focus on anything. His mom disagreed. She had seen him at swim meets.

"He might be rocking on the kickboard as he's waiting to swim," she told the teacher, "but he knows what he wants to do."

Even then, Phelps pined to excel in the sport his mom initially chose for his energetic older sisters, Whitney and Hilary, now 28 and 30.

"I don't want to lose," Phelps says. "That's the thing. If I don't want to lose, I can focus."

Working toward a goal 
Swimming wasn't just the family's pastime, it was its refuge. When Phelps was 9, his parents divorced, and his mom was grateful for the structure swimming provided. Hilary would become a college swimmer. Whitney nearly made the 1996 Olympic team before chronic back problems ended her career.

Under Bowman's guidance, their little brother grew from poolside pest into the world's best swimmer. The two have been together for 12 years, sometimes butting heads but more often blending Bowman's demanding, analytical approach with Phelps' talent and drive.

Both reject the notion that Bowman was a father figure while Phelps grew up with a single mom. In fact, they now refer to themselves as "business partners." 

But Phelps acknowledges that Bowman helped him mature in and out of the pool.

"He, I guess, saw something in me … and really has never given up on me, through good times and bad," Phelps says. "He's been able to help me grow from the little 11-year-old swimmer who didn't really know what he was doing to the person I am today."

Before Bowman entered the picture, Phelps already was turning heads — and flashing his aversion to losing. 

Early on, his competitive streak wasn't pretty. He threw his goggles on the pool deck after his first loss, sparking a prolonged conversation with his mother about what he could have done instead.

Phelps made the Olympic team as a 15-year-old entrant in the 200-meter butterfly in 2000. When he finished fifth in Sydney, he was angry he hadn't won a medal. But instead of throwing his goggles, he immediately began training again.

"Not accomplishing a goal, no matter what it is for me, just makes me want it that much more," Phelps says. 

"When I didn't medal, I was like, 'All right, well, then I'm going to do this.' " Within seven months, he set a world record in the 200 butterfly.

Even now, Phelps trains every day — including Sundays, figuring it gives him 52 more days a year in the pool than many of his competitors. 

In peak training phases, Phelps will swim at least 80,000 meters a week, nearly 50 miles. That includes two practices a day, sometimes three when he's training at altitude.

"His motivation is that he just hates to lose," says U.S. teammate Ian Crocker, who will race against Phelps in Beijing in the 100 butterfly. "He's got a lot of biological advantages plus that desire."

Phelps' physical advantages make him seem gangly and uncoordinated on dry land. With short legs that give him a 30-inch inseam — the same as Bowman, who is 5 inches shorter — he is not a fluid runner. His fingertips dangle nearly at his knees. 

Phelps admits to feeling like a fish out of water when out of the pool, citing the right wrist he broke last October while catching himself in a fall. 

"If I could sleep in the water and not leave it, that's probably my safest bet," he says. "I would never get hurt. I would never have any problems."

In the water, his short legs, with his double-jointed knees and pliable ankles attached to size 14 feet, help him undulate like a dolphin. His long arms, combined with the flexibility in his shoulders and elbows, extend the reach of his strokes, which are powerful and rhythmic. 

"When I first saw Michael, in '96, I looked at his stroke, I looked at his body type and said, 'This kid is going to be awesome,' " says Jon Urbanchek, who worked with Bowman and Phelps the last four years after Bowman succeeded him as the men's swimming coach at the University of Michigan.

Indeed, in the 2004 Olympics, Phelps was awesome.

His eight medals were the most in one Games for any athlete in a non-boycotted Olympics. But the two bronze medals in that haul, from the 200 freestyle and 4x100 freestyle relay, left him short of Mark Spitz's seven golds in the 1972 Olympics.

"I would have liked it, but there's a time and place for everything, and that wasn't the time or the place, I guess," Phelps says.

The time could be now. Spitz, for one, thinks so.

"This is going to be history," Spitz says. "He's going to do, as we say, a little schooling to the rest of the world."

Improving at a record pace 
Phelps will swim the same events he did in Athens — the 200 and 400 individual medleys, the 100 and 200 butterfly, the 200 freestyle and three relays — a program that yielded seven golds in last year's world championships in Melbourne, Australia. An eighth gold fell out of reach when the U.S. 4x100 medley relay was disqualified for a false start.

His body's ability to recover quickly allows Phelps to swim as many races as he does. During some sessions in Beijing, he will have two races with less than an hour in between. 

Measurements of Phelps' lactate levels — the body produces lactate when muscle cells use oxygen — just after his races are similar to those most people have when they are resting.

Bowman says that means Phelps is using his aerobic power more than his muscles, which would take longer than his lungs to recover.

Phelps also has learned to give measured effort throughout meets, conserving energy in preliminary and semifinal races. Bowman marvels at his ability to relax the muscles he's not using.

"When I'm swimming, I can make myself relax in any way, whether it's 'don't kick' or 'don't pull as hard,' " Phelps says. "In the prelim of a race, I won't use as much legs. I'll just do what I have to do to get in the finals."

In the 2007 worlds, Phelps didn't just win his individual races, he dominated, smashing five world records. Much of his speed came off his turns. 

"What you clearly saw in Melbourne is Michael was the best in the world from the time his feet hit the wall until he takes his first stroke," Bowman says.

Phelps began lifting weights in 2005, which has given him a more powerful push off the wall.

In races, Phelps now travels more than 10 meters from the wall, where "you're going faster than you could ever swim," Bowman says, before taking a stroke. Other swimmers average 6 or 7 meters on turns. 

"How do you beat that?" asks Matt Biondi, the American swimmer who won a total of 11 medals, including eight gold, over three Olympic Games. "When your lungs are burning and you can hardly feel your arms and you're battling a guy head-to-head, and then all of a sudden he gets a turbo boost and you've got to run him down?"

In Melbourne, no one came close to running down Phelps. Even his mom couldn't believe it.

"I was in awe," she says. "It was like, 'Michael, what are you doing?' " 

Through it all, Phelps says, his mind was focused on simply touching the wall first. Even in practice, he doesn't let his mind wander far. As he swims lap after lap, he says, he might sing a song in his head. 

But his thoughts don't drift, he says, to his interests outside the pool, which include poker, video games and his beloved English bulldog, Herman.

When he walks on the pool deck for a race, rap or hip-hop likely is pumping through his headphones. "(But) my mind is focused on the job that I have to do," he says.

"It's just easy for me to do that. I don't know why."

All his mom knows is that swimming set her hyperactive son on a singular path. He asked to be taken off Ritalin when he reached middle school, mainly because he didn't want to go to the school nurse's office each day. His mom agreed on the condition he wouldn't act up at school. 

By then, Bowman had laid out a plan for Phelps, one that had a horizon as far as the 2012 Olympics, one focused lap at a time. Phelps never went back on Ritalin.

"Would you look back and say, would any sport have done that? Maybe so," Debbie Phelps says. "But swimming was Michael's comfort zone."
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