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			For George – I hope this book will guide you 

			and give you wisdom through your life
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			Me and Mel a few moments after receiving my first Olympic Gold in a world record time.

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			There are certain moments in my life that stick out as more unforgettable than others, like winning my first Olympic gold medal and the birth of my son George. But I believe it’s what you do every single day in the present that defines you: the little kindnesses, doing things properly without cutting corners, treating people with respect, being honest and straight up . . . putting your best self forward. I look back on my life so far and realise everything has a ripple effect upon everything else. 

			I’ll give you an example. My first swimming club was Dove Valley where I trained with a pal called Kyle whose mum worked for a mortgage company. She happened to meet a lady called Mel Marshall while organising her house purchase. Mel, a former world champion and twice Olympian, told her she was a swimming coach and asked her to bring her son to Derby Swimming Club if he wanted to come. I went along to keep Kyle company, and it was here in 2014 that I was discovered. This was a major turning point, as Mel instantly saw the potential in my breaststroke. Apparently, she thought, ‘Bloody hell, he looks like a JCB eating up the water!’ Since that fateful day, she has taught me pretty much everything I know about swimming, and to a certain extent, life. Little did I know that in the years that followed she would have such a powerful and charismatic effect on me through her continuous and undivided mentorship. 

			But for all that she’s given me, none of it would have been worth a penny without my appetite to succeed and absorb what was taught to me. It was my mindset and her constant wisdom and encouragement that got me through, and just as Mel taught me to flow with water rather than going against it, my approach has allowed me not to get stuck but to keep flowing forward. She likes to say, ‘There’s not a strand of DNA in that boy that I haven’t had a hand in.’ On all those endless journeys back from the pool when we were stuck in traffic, Mel would use the time to teach me how to reframe my teenage anger and make it work for me rather than against me.

			 

			The mind is the engine that drives the body, the general that commands the foot soldier, and it’s my belief that if we are committed and willing to making the necessary personal investments, we are all capable of locating greatness within us and achieving the impossible. Whether you are old and wise or young and bursting with energy, there are limits you are imposing on yourself that this book will help you reconsider. Perhaps you think you are over the hill, your last chance at doing a triathlon is behind you, or maybe when you look in the mirror you only see the bits of yourself that you’re not happy with. I’m here to tell you it isn’t over yet, not by a long way. That if you can find what you love doing and then apply yourself to it you will be surprised just how much you can achieve and how enjoyable it is. People talk about the sacrifices I made and how many times I turned down going clubbing or to the pub when I was growing up as a young teenage swimmer because I was constantly training. It wasn’t really a sacrifice, it was a choice. My Olympic gold medal warms my insides when it sits polished and pristine in the palm of my hand. Nothing comes without hard work – you just need the discipline and consistency to execute it. I can promise achieving your most cherished goal will not be a piece of cake; if it was that accessible it wouldn’t be worth striving for. But if you are armed with positivity and have good people around you, a bullet-proof purpose and the inner determination to realise your goal through hard work and discipline, you’re already well on your way. 

			 

			My mum and dad are working-class parents and I have two older brothers and one older sister. As the youngest I was the go-to punchbag and constantly had to prove myself; it helped that I was naturally extremely competitive (if I wasn’t winning at Monopoly then no one else was going to either – I’d swipe the board!). I’ve since learnt how to lose gracefully, though it doesn’t happen often! Addictive natures (and occasionally, sporting prowess) run deep in the current of my family’s DNA. My uncle John Peaty was a professional boxer in the stable of legendary bare-knuckle fighter and Gypsy King, Bartley Gorman (a relative of Tyson Fury), while another of my uncles suffered with his own demons. 

			Growing up in my household there were a few behavioural challenges among my siblings, but despite the chaos I wanted to work even harder. I haven’t been diagnosed with anything specific but for certain I’m somewhere on the spectrum, as my mind is better able to focus when I’m moving or exercising. Adversity is the fire on which the blade of ambition is forged, so rather than leave home and find somewhere else to live, I decided to stay and keep myself to myself. We all walk a genetic razor-blade of hardwired hereditary flaws, I’ve always tried to make sure my considerable energy is channelled into something positive.

			My spirit is fed by swimming and inspiring other people. I want to share my story with you so next time you see me on the blocks at the Olympics you can understand who I am, why I do what I do and where I’ve come from; the obstacles I faced in my life and how I used them to motivate myself rather than pull me down. If I can get through all that and prevail, then so can you. 

			 

			This book focuses on the transformative processes that have helped me – and continue to do so – in my pursuit of unprece­dented excellence. It will teach you the benefits of pushing yourself beyond your known limits during training so that, cometh the hour, you are ready to perform at your optimum level, whatever’s thrown at you – even if it’s your trunks splitting ten minutes before a championship-level race! I’ll show you that you have so much more in your tank than you realise, be it grit, oxygen or reserves of endurance. All of this is waiting for you to access it. We’ll look at how to process pain through developing a gladiator’s mindset, plus the vital need for clarity of purpose in your everyday life. We’ll talk about how you can get in flow with yourself so training can become a joy, and how to channel anger for positive purposes as well as getting to know different kinds of fatigue that may be holding you back. I’ll also share my diet and training secrets with you. 

			Additionally, at the end of most chapters you’ll find a straightforward exercise designed to help you put into practice and embed some of my mental and physical techniques. I hope this book inspires you to find and develop your talent and have the confidence to believe in yourself. Let’s all be better than we were yesterday, shall we? Time to attack!

			 

			Adam Peaty, August 2021

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Gunning for Gold

			[image: ]

			A younger version of myself racing at Staffordshire County Championships, 2007.

			Rio Olympics, 8 August 2016

			We wait in the ready room for our names to be called before our individual walk to the blocks. It’s like that scene in Ridley Scott’s Gladiator when Maximus is waiting in the dark corridor before the portcullis lifts and the gladiators spill onto the sand of the arena, blinking like moles in the brilliant sunlight. Each of us Olympians is lost in thought. I’ve fought my way through periods of self-doubt and physical punishment to be stood where I am, and finally it is happening, I’m here where I always planned to be, to win the most coveted prize an athlete can ever hope for, an Olympic gold.

			The swimmer in front walks off as his name is called. Me next.

			‘Ad-a-am . . . Pe-a-ty!’ thunders a voice overhead.

			Let’s get ready to rumble! I think as I lift my chin, breathe deep, relax my shoulders and roll my neck muscles. The night smells of excitement, opportunity and chlorine. The crowd roars and I walk slowly to my lane and peel off my navy tracksuit, keeping on my goggles and a blood-red swimming cap. Thousands of people are sitting in the swimming arena watching this race. Across the world, over multiple time zones – from Loughborough to Lagos – over twenty-seven million are tuned in to watch the 2016 Rio Olympics, and many more will watch it far into the future. My stomach is fluttering with pigeon-sized butterflies as I step up onto the blocks for the men’s final of the 100m breaststroke, but I am fully in control. I’m in lane four and to my immediate right is my arch-rival and the reigning Olympic champion, Cameron van der Burgh, who also beat me a few times during his career. Cody Miller, the American, is to my left in lane three. 

			I feel as if my life has been building towards this single moment: the 4 a.m mornings before dawn when normal people were asleep and I was swimming up and down a pool, so tired on occasions my eyes were shut; the trying not to fall asleep in class; the diets, the muscle building, the struggle to become a professional athlete complicated by my often dysfunctional domestic life; the sacrifices others have made to get me here, their investment of time and belief in me; my ups and downs . . . But here I am, twenty-one years old and racing the finest in the world in this, the biggest moment of my life. No wonder my heart’s thumping, my body coursing with adrenaline and I’m covered head to foot in goosebumps. 

			It’s hard to believe I’m in Rio, living in the Olympic village in the company of sporting giants, bumping into living legends like Michael Phelps. This morning, as I left my room with my kitbag and headed for the pool, I said to myself, ‘Either you’re going to return to this room as the new Olympic champion and world record holder or as a silver medallist. Weird as it may seem to some of you readers, I quite enjoyed putting that pressure on myself. Sometimes you’ve got to give yourself an ultimatum.

			As I climb on a bus it’s 10 p.m. in the village, the humid air mercifully fresh tonight with an offshore breeze. I’m racing at one o’clock in the morning; there’s plenty of time to put my war-face on and get myself amped up and ready for battle. I feel present, my senses hyper-aware of my Brazilian surroundings – the chatter of other athletes around me in a babel of accents – the whole experience is intoxicating. It’s a twenty-minute ride to the Olympic Aquatics Stadium in the Barra Olympic Park. I listen to my chilled Olympic Games playlist to distract myself from my thoughts. Music plays a special role for me in high-performance situations.

			The Olympic Park, for all the salivating and doom-mongering of the international press claiming that it wouldn’t be built in time, looks terrific. Despite Brazil’s ongoing Zika virus epidemic, the Russian doping scandal and the diving pool turning bogey-green, the Olympic Games, first staged in 776 bc, prevail. The Aquatics Stadium is a vast, naturally ventilated rectangular building with a thin PVC membrane draped over a steel-framed roof. Lit in purple neon and perched upon the edge of a lagoon, it looks spectacularly futuristic. Inside, athletes are already racing and warming up. This is where I begin my usual prep: fifteen minutes relaxing, chatting to the physio; stretching, warm-up on land, then another hour in the practice pool. There are four pools here for swimmers: two in the Olympic village, and two in the Aquatics Stadium; an outdoor warm-up pool behind the main Olympic pool itself. 

			I spot the willowy form of Michael Phelps and pass in the slipstream of his legend, thinking, ‘I’m going to be like you one day.’ Some people say you should never meet your heroes, but I reckon I’ll make an exception for him. His presence is electric, and as he moves the other Olympians part to let him pass and hang off his every expression. 

			I may be the current world champion but it means nothing compared to being the Olympic champion. The mythic appeal of these Games dates back thousands of years to the Greek Peloponnese and classical Greece. The sense of heritage is like no other: Muhammad Ali, as a young skinny Cassius Clay, won an Olympic gold, as did Mike Tyson. And then in the pool there was Mark Spitz, Ian Thorpe and of course the majestic Phelps. Even Hercules was said to have competed in the ancient Greek Olympics. 

			Representing your country is a proud moment for any athlete, but the absolute pinnacle for any sportsperson is to do so at the Olympics – the Mount Olympus of all competitions, that rarefied place up in the clouds where athletes for a brief moment can become gods and forever be remembered for their achievements. The preparation each of us has had to go through to be here is brutal and hopefully worth all the pain, but it’s a gamble; tragedy and triumph are waiting in the wings for all who compete, and they have only one or two chances to prove themselves worthy of the illustrious gold medal.

			Back on the blocks, the noise becomes almost deafening and, as my heartbeat quickens, I try and remain calm and composed. ‘Everything will go to plan,’ I tell myself. ‘You’re as ready as you’ll ever be.’ Red, white and blue GB flags flutter in the audience as my nerves vanish, replaced by a steeliness and a cold, hard voice inside me that tells me this is my moment, I’m as fit as a butcher’s dog and what I may lack in years I make up for with determination and grit. I love the Union Jack and I love my country and I’m going to fight like hell for it. Anger is no stranger to me, and with the help of my coach and mentor Mel Marshall I have learnt to make friends with it. 

			Yes, it was good to break the 100m breaststroke world record in the heats yesterday, but I’m just getting started . . . A whistle sounds, the crowd hushes to a murmur, then another whistle shrieks to alert the finalists to get in the start position. ‘Gentlemen, take your marks.’ In that instant it’s as if time slows down, the muscled and sinewy bodies tensing around me, I’m just hungry to get in the water. The starting bleeper finally sounds and as I propel myself off the blocks with a good start – not something I can always claim – for a moment I and the other swimmers are airborne in deadly silence. We pierce the water in unison, maximising our single kick and underwater pull before surfacing to an almighty cheer from the crowd. As I bob up and down, one second I hear them, the next everything is muted as I submerge. 

			I’m attacking the water with clean strokes, my mind and body in harmony, my stroke and breathing perfect, balancing speed and aggression, technique and emotion. I’m leading at the turn – in swimming we call it ‘the back end’ – and heading into the final straight I begin to stretch my lead from neck-and-neck to total domination. My body feels like it could go for ever as I touch the wall and in doing so I look under my arm for Cameron van der Burgh, but he’s not there, no one is. Hard to believe but I’ve not only won by a body length and prevailed on the biggest stage of all, I’ve also completely dominated the event! 

			The crowd roars as a new world record flashes up on the board. I’ve smashed the WR I set earlier this week in the heats, beating it by four-tenths of a second, and it’s a second and a half quicker than the last Olympic Games. I came to Rio to set a new standard and master my events, and the feeling of fulfilling this goal is beyond special. Yep, I’m just getting started.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Limitless – Project 56 and Project Immortal
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			Start of the 2020 season: little did I know it would be delayed a whole year!

			I have a saying that I try to live by: ‘Always be better than yesterday.’ Anybody whose desire is to be the best at what they do has to be obsessed with self-improvement. Every day I ask myself, ‘Is this meal or workout going to make me faster? Does it fit in with my purpose? If not, I liaise with Mel and hopefully bin it. That level of single-mindedness might sound a bit over the top, but if I’m to continue breaking records it has to be this way. And time is precious, I’m twenty-six now and won’t be swimming forever, so I want to pack in all that I can, to shoot for the stars and achieve the impossible.

			Impossible is just a concept 

			Impossible. A ten-letter word – that’s all it is – and yet it has such a negative hold on us. Maybe it would serve society better if we were to remove it from our dictionaries! As we’ll see throughout this book, success is about the quality of the messages you feed your mind – that and giving yourself permission to be great, and wanting it so badly you can almost reach out and touch it. Just because something has not been done before it doesn’t mean that it’s impossible. When Frank Jarvis, winner of the men’s 100m at the 1900 Olympics, clocked 11.0 seconds, it was considered a miracle, but today that time would not even qualify him for a spot in the junior nationals. Never say never.

			A few years ago, the prospect of going to Mars was a science fiction writer’s daydream until Elon Musk, the origin­ator of PayPal and Tesla, appeared on the can-do horizon. Musk uses a method of thinking called ‘first principles’ to solve problems: the process of stripping back how something works, reverse-engineering it to the basics and a stage where you understand it perfectly. From this base of certainty, you gradually work forward to resolve the problem. 

			The problem in question was the sheer distance to Mars, a minimum seven-month journey, the sheer expense and the fact there was no known craft capable of landing in the Martian environment and taking off again to return to Earth. ‘Impossible!’ crowed the establishment. But the inventor, despite all the naysayers and multiple failed attempts at landing said rocket on pontoons in the sea, successfully pioneered a working rocket that could fulfil all the technical requirements. SpaceX has made the impossible possible. All this from a man who was ridiculed for his sky-high ambition. Musk’s newest company, Neuralink, is developing artificially intelligent microchips that can be inserted in the brains of paraplegics and will enable them to walk again. Even amputees will soon be able to adapt and fully control bionic limbs with their mind. Whoever would have dreamt this? Musk did, then he put in eighty-hour weeks to make it happen. 

			Society creates boundaries but mavericks break them down

			Just as it creates rules designed to police and protect us, society also creates limits that hold us back; safe, formulaic, predictable paths that see you go to school, then high school, on to university and then you get a job and buy a house. I threw the rule book out of the window when I was fifteen, leaving education to pursue my professional sporting career. I knew I had to do something outrageous and unique to put my stamp on the world. Society tells us how to behave, and what is or isn’t achievable. Sometimes it’s out of date and needs to change. Lately we have been telling society how it should behave and it’s being rebooted with a much-needed update.

			I love stories about mavericks, freethinkers and rebels – people who go their own way, flick their middle finger at the status quo and demonstrate that ‘impossible’ is just a negative word. Consider Captain Matthew Webb, who in 1875 – covered in porpoise fat and dressed in a woollen bathing suit – became the first person to swim the English Channel, despite it being considered at the time far too rough, the currents too powerful. Think of the polar explorer Ranulph Fiennes who, at sixty-five, became the oldest Briton to successfully scale Everest in 2009. It wasn’t just his age that was against him: mentally, he had a lifelong fear of heights
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