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Foreword

In my eyes, Mark is the perfect man – charming, kind, funny, generous, handsome and always willing to help. He walks into any room and everyone turns to look, and yet he is blissfully unaware of his presence. Taller than anyone else, he has a way of standing with his legs wide apart that means he brings his gaze down a couple of inches, meaning you don’t have to crick your neck to talk to him. It’s the little things that make you aware of his consideration for others.

I did not realise, until I read this book, that Mark had not always been so well behaved. His expulsion from two schools and his regular run-ins with authority betray an inner angst borne of confusion, shame and insecurity. In the chapter ‘What will the neighbours say?’ he writes: ‘Without really being aware of it, I liked my secrets and I liked doing my own thing, challenging things in my head, playing up when I felt the pressure of expectation or rules pushing against me.’

He was a difficult young man and it’s not surprising in a context where he knew that being himself was not an option.

I knew Mark as a swimmer from when he went to his first Olympic Games in 1988, but I knew him better after I started working for the BBC in the mid-90s. By the time he carried the flag for Team GB in Beijing in 2008, I was presenting for both radio and TV, and it was my job to interview key team members like Mark. He was always polite and accommodating with the media, but he didn’t say much. I concluded there was either not a lot to say and he was not that deep a thinker, or that he didn’t feel comfortable talking about his life out of the pool. Reading this book explains the reticence. He didn’t feel comfortable opening up and I fully understand why. In the 1980s and 1990s, the sporting world was not welcoming to anyone who did not conform to the heterosexual rules.

It’s amazing to me that he managed to achieve all he did, winning a bucketful of medals at major championships, and yet I’ve always wondered whether something sub-conscious held him back on the Olympic stage. Top coaches are always talking about marginal gains and the tiny things that go together to improve performance. What about marginal barriers? Or even major mental barriers? They can equally prevent top performance.

It also makes perfect sense that Mark is such a good pundit. He understands success, but he also understands the vulnerability of a top-class sportsman. He knows what it is like to line up under pressure, to know that you are capable of winning a gold medal and for things to not work out.

Ahead of the London Olympics in 2012, the BBC decided to have a presentation position at the Aquatics Centre as the swimming was going to be a key part of the evening schedule for the first week or so of the Games. I was chosen as the swimming reporter and, three years ahead of the Olympics, I started to cover various swimming championships. Mark, who had just retired, was by my side and we were both learning the ropes together – him about working in television and me about swimming.

To say we hit it off is an understatement. We got along so well it was as if we’d known each other our whole lives. We sat alongside each other at the 2010 Commonwealth Games, at the World Championships and the World Short Course Championships, and then in London, where the nation was gripped by our home Olympics. Mark was always open with his knowledge, empathetic when swimmers did not achieve their dreams and generous when they did. He has an instinctive feel for what makes good television and he deserves the credit for securing the interview that everyone remembers from London 2012.

When Chad le Clos beat Michael Phelps, the greatest Olympic swimmer ever, to take gold in the 200m butterfly, there was a stunned silence in that packed arena. Just one corner was alive with celebration. A man waving a South African flag was beaming and cheering.

I said to Mark, ‘That must be Chad’s dad. Do you think we could get him for an interview?’

Mark didn’t hesitate. He left our presentation position and minutes later I saw him on the wide shot talking to his friend in the South African camp, and soon he was leading Bert le Clos through the security gate (we’d made friends with the security guard – always a good thing to do) and towards me. The subsequent interview was, in Bert’s favourite word, ‘unbelievable’. I just held the microphone and Bert did all the talking with an energy and warmth that was utterly compelling. We may have thought the story of that evening would be all about Michael Phelps, but it turned out to be all about Chad and his effusive, glorious dad. Mark made that happen and I will always be grateful.

For a man who hated to train, Mark had a career that ran from being on a Commonwealth Games team in 1986 with Daley Thompson, Steve Ovett and Linford Christie, to going to the Olympics with Becky Adlington and Tom Daley 22 years later. He has not only seen it all, he’s been part of it all.

There is an honesty in this book – about himself, about his parents, about the life of a top-class swimmer, the drudgery of training and the difficulty he had with commitment either to the pool or to people. That is all counterbalanced by the thrill of the big championships, the glory of a world record and the honour of carrying the flag for Team GB at the Beijing Olympics in 2008.

Mark never thinks he has a lot to say. For so many years, he got into the habit of not speaking up, but now he has and he should be proud. Thanks to Tom Connolly, it turns out he’s got a hell of a story: not just about sport, but about what it takes to be the person you want to be – and that is a man I’m very proud to call a friend.
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Every hour of training, every kilometre of swimming, every decision in your life to find a better coach or a better way, it’s all done to earn yourself a day like this one – when you’re on fire and everything is happening through you. 

A hotel room in Sheffield back in December, 1998. Late on a Saturday night. I was there for the European Short Course Swimming Championships. I had already won three European gold medals in my career, along with World and Commonwealth titles. The Sydney Games were two years away and, at twenty-eight years of age, I was on course to finally win an Olympic medal after failing in Seoul and Barcelona.

I loved competing in Sheffield. I always stayed at the Holiday Inn as it was a short walk to the pool at Ponds Forge. The pool there was the best in the UK. In fact it was the only decent pool we had in the country. I always felt excited about swimming there, so I was optimistic, or at least I had been optimistic three hours earlier, when I went to bed.

But slowly my expectation for the next day was being eroded by nagging panic at how late it was getting and how impossible I was finding it to fall asleep. Everything I had been looking forward to I started to dread; the fact that I would be in front of a home crowd; that an unusually large number of friends and family had travelled up north to watch me. Vince, my boyfriend, and a few of our mates were there, so was Mum. I had gone to bed early because I wanted to be brilliant the next day, but the hype and anticipation had wound me up and I was still wide awake. I was past the point of being able to sleep and was now entrenched in worrying about how knackered I was going to be for my heat the next morning. My alarm was set for 6.30 a.m., to be at the pool for 7.30. My heat was at 9 a.m.

A few feet away, my teammate Sion Brinn was fast asleep. Lucky bastard. As the clock worked its way towards midnight, my stress mutated into despair. I will be too tired to lift my arms out of the water tomorrow. I’ll fail in front of everyone. I so wanted to do well. It seemed comical to admit it to myself, but a little part of me had thought that the 50m freestyle world record could have been within my reach.

Everything seems worse at that time of night, but you all know that. The mortgage, the state of the world, the chances of Tottenham winning the league just once in my lifetime; the middle of the night is never a good time to dwell upon such things. But I was doing exactly that, going through every possible catastrophic version of the next day in my mind.

I reached for my watch.

Midnight.

Bollocks!

I was going to be wiped out for my heat.

I texted Vince. ‘You awake?’

‘In the bar.’

‘I can’t get to sleep. This is a nightmare.’

There was a delay. Then, ‘Come and have a drink.’

‘Probably not a good idea. Team hotel, etc.’

I shut my eyes again and gave it another few minutes, but I knew there was no way I was sleeping tonight. I was dancing with nerves. I got up and dressed as quietly as possible so as not to wake Sion. I found Vince in the hotel bar with his posse of friends. They were all pissed.

‘If you have a beer, you might sleep better,’ he said. I had two beers and went back up to my room at 2 a.m.

I am the best 50 metre freestyle swimmer in this country, have been for over ten years. Tomorrow, I will race against the best in Europe on two beers and no sleep. 

What a shambles. I fell asleep at 4 a.m. and my alarm woke me at 6.30 a.m.

Full disclosure: I did not feel terrific.

And yet, there is something about Ponds Forge that always raised my game. I considered it my own theatre of dreams. And the walk over to the pool, the fresh air, the fact that I was now no longer lying helpless in bed trying to sleep but actively up and trying to overcome how awful I felt, lifted me. The familiarity of opening the big doors into the reception area that led to the pool, the expanse of water and diving boards and the banks of seating, it all looked good to me. I loved the sound of the place, the smell of it. It gave me that feelgood factor. I didn’t have to think about anything there. I felt at home.

This was the short course championships, which means the 50m free (freestyle is known as the ‘free’) is swum as two lengths of a 25m pool. Long course championships are one length of a 50m pool. I did a warm-up and felt so tired that as I stepped on to the block for my heat, I told myself I had to give it everything I had, to make up for how tired I was. I would not do the usual thing in a heat of conserving some energy for the final by going 40 metres fast and switching down for the last 10 metres. I always liked to have a little extra at championships for the second heats and final, but feeling like I did, and with the prospect of a scenario unfolding in which I disastrously and inexplicably failed to get through the heats, and it then being revealed that I was in the bar with a pint in my hand at 2 a.m., plus the fact that my friends and family were here supporting me, I decided to give the heat everything I had. Whatever that might turn out to be.

What it turned out to be was 21.48 seconds.

A new world record. On two pints and two and a half hours’ sleep. Proof that it’s always worth paying that little bit more for a premium lager.

I had reclaimed the record from my nemesis Alexander Popov, shaving 0.02 of a second off his record and earning myself a 10-grand prize in the process. I headed back to the hotel, a bit confused, and gave myself a little pep talk: See, Mark? You’re so much stronger these days, now that you’re training your own way. You can handle it. You’re so fit now, your training is that much better, it’s in the bank. You can adapt, even to having no sleep, once in a while.

It’s a savage reality of life for an elite athlete that a sporting moment demanding your greatest ever physical endeavour, which you have spent years – a lifetime – working towards, will sometimes be done on no sleep.

Sportspeople can often be capsized by an inability to sleep due to the enormity of the event ahead of them. Such eve-of-final insomnia is commonplace. Often, competitors can use the adrenaline of the occasion to overcome the physical and mental tiredness caused by not sleeping. In Rio, 2016, trampolinist Bryony Page had a sleepless night just like mine in Sheffield. The difference, admittedly, was that instead of going to the bar she resigned herself to being awake, shut her eyes and allowed her body to rest. (Yeah, thinking about it, I advise you to do her thing, not mine.) Next day, despite feeling physically exhausted, Bryony became the first British trampolinist in history to win an Olympic medal. In my own sport, Lizzie Simmonds became the European backstroke champion despite having suffered from acute insomnia her entire career. That’s a remarkable achievement – to build a life of training and competing on sleepless foundations and still become a champion and an Olympian.

I did not, however, possess Lizzie’s life-long, hard-earned skills for dealing with sleeplessness. I had got away with it that morning, but I knew I needed proper rest ahead of my final that evening. Sure enough, I was so tired I had no problem falling asleep. But I then promptly woke up 20 minutes later. As I checked the time, my heart sank and a very particular idea entered my head.

I could be the man who breaks a world record in the morning and then fails to win the European title in the evening.

That would be embarrassing. And it would play out in front of Mum and my partner and a bunch of our mates.

Cue staring at the same walls of the same hotel room again, wide awake once more – and panicking. Only this time in daylight.

I lay there thinking about my boyfriend, Vince. We had been together for seven years. He was a secret. Me being gay was a secret, too. Vince didn’t get to see me swim in many international competitions because, in general, he kept away so as not to give the tabloids or anyone within swimming who loved to gossip a reason to suspect I was hiding something. Today was one of the rare moments he was in the arena to watch me. I might never have stuck with swimming had I not met him, a fact that made being able to share a day like this one very special. I didn’t want to ruin it by being too tired in the final.

Vince had brought a few close friends from our home in St Neot’s with him, a guy called Steven Phelps (no relation to Michael) and Mark Lynn. They were there with their wives and the four of them were particularly good friends to Vince and me, so I wanted to give them reason to celebrate that evening. Steven and Mark had failed to get up in the morning for the heats, after a long and heavy night in the bar. It would be a shame if, having missed my world record, they saw me lose the final.

I told myself, Mark! You have to get some sleep! Because that always helps …

Mark! Please, please fall asleep!

My mind was spiralling. I recalled a conversation I had once with my teammate Karen Pickering when I realised that she and a number of people on the team presumed Vince was a sponsor, someone who supported me and turned up to the occasional race. That worked well for us but with one limitation, which we had lived out that morning, when you go across to your friends at poolside after breaking a world record and can’t give your partner the hug you naturally want to.

As I lay motionless but wide awake, I knew that Mum would be with Vince and our friends and that Vince would 100 per cent be taking care of her. Mum and Vince got on well, even if she never fully relinquished what she believed to be her human right as my mother to consider whoever I was with not really good enough for me. There was a little bit of competition between them and a couple of blow-up moments, but that’s families. I would occasionally sense that Mum saw the enduring nature of our relationship killing off the last vestiges of hope she had that I would one day get through this ‘phase’ of being gay.

Overall, though, Mum’s position was that although things were not what she had expected, she could see that Vince loved me and had good values. Vince had been intelligent about giving Mum time to get used to him, to him being a ‘him’, a much older than me him, and someone who she now had to share me and my swimming with. For his part, I knew that Vince would have loved to have stood shoulder to shoulder with me in my career, but he quietly stepped back into the shadows, out of sight, up the road in a separate hotel, never complaining.

A world record in track and field or in the pool has a unique crackle of atmosphere around it. They are their very own thing. All races are going to be won by someone. At the start of an Olympic 100m final, in the build-up to a World Cup Final, on the last day of the Ryder Cup, the tension and expectation is massive, but you know that someone is going to win in the coming seconds or hours. But someone is not necessarily going to break a world record. You do that and you go down in history. When I broke that world record earlier in the day, I was the fastest human being through water in freestyle in history.

Mark, don’t end such a special day in front of everyone badly. Get some sleep, please.

The final was at six in the evening. It was dark as I made my way back to the pool. I had eventually slept for two hours so, looking on the bright side, my preparation for the final was mirroring that for the heat. As I walked, my coat collar turned up against the elements and my fears of becoming that guy who breaks a world record in the heat and then loses the final, I tried to turn my thinking to how it would be if there wasn’t this sleep issue. What would I be telling myself? That I know I’m an evening swimmer so that is worth five-hundredths of a second? That no one loves swimming at Ponds Forge more than me, another five-hundredths of a second? That no one in this final has ever swum as fast as I did this morning and they will all know that as we stand on the blocks? That’s worth something, too.

But I put everything into that heat. And I’m so short of sleep. What if I’ve got nothing left?

Just do what you did this morning, Mark. Own this pool. Own these guys. Dive in and put everything you’ve got from years of training into the next 22 seconds of your life.

Or, as it turned out, the next 21.31 seconds of my life.

The 21.31 seconds it took me to swim the 50m freestyle European Short Course Championships final on the evening of Sunday 13 December, 1998, winning the title and breaking the world record I had set nine hours earlier by 0.17 seconds.

I had broken the world freestyle record twice in one day, on no sleep and some beer, and thanks mainly to my very positive mindset.

It was just one of those meets where I swam perfectly. The day before, I had won silver in the butterfly, beating the existing world record but losing out to the superb Croatian swimmer, Miloš Milošević, who broke it by more. Today had just been one of those meets.

Every hour of training, every kilometre of swimming, every decision in your life to find a better coach or a better way, it’s all done to earn yourself a day like this one – when you’re on fire and everything is happening through you. On days like these, the moment you hit the water you are an animal, performing without thinking, in a flow state, totally free. You do it all for these magical days.

The only achievement in Sheffield that day that outdid mine was our mates Steven and Mark missing it all by being in bed with hangovers for my first world record and back in the bar for my second. Such a poor showing, it’s almost impressive.

Having got a lot of stick for not having made it to my morning swim, Steven and Mark had turned up to the pool for the final very early, somewhat sheepish about having missed my once-in-a-blue-moon world record moment earlier. When I touched the wall in the final, I turned around to look up at the scoreboard high above the pool and drank in the sight of my time in lights, confirming my double world record day. And then, to the right, underneath on the balcony, I saw Steven and Mark jumping up and down and shouting and going ballistic. After my routine drugs test, I went to meet up with Vince and Mum and the rest of the gang. Steven and Mark resumed their jumping up and down celebrations when they saw me.

I turned to Vince, ‘They pissed already?’

Vince shook his head. ‘They missed it.’

‘What?’

The boys had got to the pool so early they had grown bored and headed upstairs to the bar. They’d got chatting to a few other people and things got sociable. They had a few pints and lost track of time in there until, suddenly, they heard a cheer, turned in a panic and raced out on to the balcony just as I turned and looked up at the scoreboard. They started screaming and waving at me to cover the fact that they hadn’t seen the race. In fact, they didn’t see me swim a stroke that weekend. Their contribution to my greatest ever day’s swimming had been drinking beer with me for the first two hours of it.

I know it sounds insanely reckless to have a couple of beers in the early hours of the morning before an event. It’s easy to say I was being a bit daft, but the reality was that I had gone over the threshold of desperation for sleep by then and the beer made sense as both a last throw of the dice to get some sleep that night and a way of giving up any hope. I had never done anything like it before, but the truth is that after Sheffield I would regularly have two small bottles of beer on the eve of a big race before I went to bed. It helped me relax, was enjoyable and I felt confident about it after that first experience. When Colin Jackson coached me for a period, he told me to choose my favourite chocolate and have that with my two beers.

‘You’ve worked so hard,’ he said to me, ‘you’ve been so good and regimented for all this time leading to this competition. This will give you energy, and it’s a bit of a message to yourself that you’re ready to go and you’ve done the work. This is a gift to yourself to help you on your way.’

Two beers and a bar of Dairy Milk the night before an important race became a bit of a superstition, and it worked well for me, added to a feeling that instead of getting taut and piling pressure on myself, I was enjoying myself and all the prep and hard work was already in me and ready to use. I had a few calories and carbohydrates and it put a smile on my face. Alex Popov achieved the same effect by having an occasional cheeky cigarette. He claimed it helped flush the lactate out of his system (the things we tell ourselves!).

These things allowed us both to be human.

I tend to say that I don’t think I made any huge sacrifices for my work, because the people I was hanging around with were all doing the same thing, and to achieve what I wanted to achieve that’s just what I had to do. But in the cold light of day, stepping back and looking at the lives of fellow elite sportspeople, for all of us there was, over the years and decades, a constant discipline and self-ban on so many things that a few small pleasures and treats could release the pressure and do an enormous amount of good. You need a sense of fatalism to go alongside the breathtaking amount of training we did. And a sense of humour also helps if you commit every day of your life to becoming the best athlete you can possibly be. In swimming this was especially true, as it is a sport run by some, excuse the pun, rather dry people. After a day with them, a couple of beers and a piece of chocolate is like a month in the Maldives.
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