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Foreword

by Gary Hall Jr.

Swimmer and Olympian

This book is crap.

The temptation to indulge a villain reputation is too great at times. I was one of those kids who always cheered for the antihero.

I grew up watching professional wrestling in the 80s. Guys like Randy ‘Macho Man’ Savage flexed and growled through gritted teeth, hurling spittle-laced, incoherent trash talk toward equally bombastic opponents. Boxing had the outrageous antics of the legendary promoter Don King. Sport is entertainment. The ratings for these shenanigans dwarfed the viewership of swimming at the time. Swimming needed pizazz and showmanship. It needed character. And rivalry.

Then, unwittingly, after deboarding the flight into Sydney for the 2000 Olympic Games, I had an opportunity to play such a role. I wouldn’t have chosen it. I didn’t deserve it. But there it was on the front page of every Australian publication, ‘Smash Them Like Guitars’. It was stamped on my chest before I got my passport stamp. The Aussie press had unfairly branded me the Ugly American.

For many years, I received a nod and a wink of acknowledgement from the members of that famous Sydney relay team. They knew; I’m not a total fucking prick. And ugly? No way.

I’d like to thank Klimmy for shedding some light on the infamous ‘Smash Them Like Guitars’ quote that manipulatively served as a rivalry powder keg in the lead-up to the 2000 Sydney Games. It effectively ignited the passions of Australian Swimming and the Australian public.

I did suffer consequences from that media branding. It took six years and six Olympic medals before I could sign a single swim sponsor. Apparently, sponsors dislike Ugly Americans as much as Australians do.

So with this disclosure that we’ve been behind-the-scenes mates, forever linked in Australia’s greatest Olympic swimming moment, I’d like to drop the act and retract what I said about this book being crap.

There are great athletes and there are great people. Michael Klim is both. He was so difficult – and at times impossible – to beat in the pool. His perseverance, in and out of the water, inspires me. This book will inspire you. The raw honesty is disarming. His resilience in the face of adversity secures his placement in the upper tier of champions.

I’m proud to call him a friend.




Preface

I was first approached to tell the story of my life when I retired from swimming in 2007, but it felt premature at that stage. I’d spent most of my life in the cocoon of high performance sport and I didn’t feel like I had enough life experience to produce anything more than a vanity project.

Over the years, I’ve received other proposals to write a memoir, but again I hesitated. I still didn’t think I had something significant to say. In my mind, I’d just moved from one thing to another and had never taken the time to look back and consider what it all meant.

My perspective changed in 2020, as I’m sure it did for many other people. But it wasn’t just the COVID-19 pandemic that encouraged me to re-examine my life and my priorities. 2020 was also the year I was diagnosed with the autoimmune disease Chronic Inflammatory Demyelinating Polyneuropathy (CIDP).

I was still in the process of receiving a diagnosis when the pandemic hit, borders closed and lockdowns began. It was a perfect storm. My symptoms worsened, I couldn’t access specialist medical care from my home in Bali, and travelling to and from Australia became extremely difficult. I was cut off not only from appropriate medical treatment, but also from most of my family and friends at a time when I needed their support more than ever. The pandemic also severely impacted my business life, so I was under substantial financial stress too.

I went through the darkest period of my life from 2020 to 2022, when it felt like my whole life was crashing down around me. My physical capacity was draining away, I thought I might never be able to walk again, and I lost myself. That personal crisis could have cost me everything I love.

It was only through the love and care of my family and close friends, plus professional counselling, that I was able to pull out of my tailspin and find my way back. It has taken a huge amount of work and personal growth for me to get to a place where I can reflect honestly on my life and look forward with hope.

This book has come out of the terrifying period in which I was forced to confront my own mortality. As an elite athlete, I’d gotten used to feeling superhuman. My athleticism had formed my identity and I now had to rediscover who I was without a large slab of it. That’s a work in progress. I’m not there yet, but I’m getting closer.

My diagnosis forced me to confront not only the future, but the past and the demons I had carried for many years. I’m not sure which part was more difficult, but I’m laying it all out here now.

Writing this book has become part of the healing process. It has helped me to accept my new ‘normal’. I hope that it resonates with others who are facing similar challenges.

Finally, I want to share my story in the hope that it will raise both public awareness and financial support for research into CIDP, which is one of the lesser-known autoimmune disorders but can be utterly life-changing for sufferers, as it has been for me.

Through the Klim Foundation, which my partner Michelle and I established this year, we are championing the search for new treatments and possibly a cure for CIDP, as well as providing greater support for sufferers. I want those who follow me on this unwanted journey to have an easier time and better outcomes. I want something good to come from my experience.

It’s one thing to conquer the world, but another to make the world a better place. For many years, I pursued the first ambition with all the passion and drive I possessed. Now I’m going in the other direction. I invite you to come along with me for the ride.




PART 1

CHAMPION




CHAPTER 1

Smashing Guitars

I am standing on the blocks, waiting for the gun. I’ve been here a thousand times before, but never like this. In this moment, there are 34,000 eyeballs on me, 10 million watching through their television screens in Australia, and countless millions around the globe. But all I can see is my lane, and all I can hear is a thick silence. An eerie hush descends as we all strain to hear the starting signal.

Despite all those watchers, the three teammates standing behind me and my competitors beside me, in that moment I am alone. Swimming is often seen as a solitary sport – all those laps, hours daily when we are submerged, in water and in our own heads. But in reality, as an elite swimmer, I am rarely alone. I have coaches, training partners, teammates, managers, medical staff, sports scientists. There is a team around me, at training and in competition, that guides and advises, treats and supports. The team is with me every step of the way, until now. Once I stand on the blocks, no-one else can help. It’s all up to me.

Before the gun fires, all things are possible. I could win or lose, return in triumph or despair, become immortal or forgettable. The hours, days, months, years of preparation will add up to victory, or come to nought.

It’s an extreme place, and that leads to extreme emotions. Sometimes I love this moment; sometimes I hate it. My feelings are different every time. I’ve felt hope and fear and desire and desperation on the blocks, depending on how prepared I am for the race and the weight of expectation I carry. Ultimately, it’s a place where you can’t hide. Whatever you have inside yourself at that moment will come out in the race and will determine your fate.

But on this night, my mind is clear and I feel free – which is strange because things have not exactly gone to plan in the last 30 minutes.

The men’s 4 x 100m freestyle relay final is the last event on the first night of the Sydney Olympic Games. It is my first swim of the Games. The team coaches agreed to rest Ian Thorpe and me from the morning heats – Thorpey because he also has the 400m freestyle to swim today and me because I’m the fastest swimmer and, by convention, it’s my privilege to decide whether I want the hit-out or not. I don’t. My final training hit-out yesterday was exactly as I wanted it to be. I’m ready.

In my absence, the Australian team has qualified second fastest for the final, behind the US team. They will be in lane 4 and we will be in lane 5. There’s been quite a build-up to this race. The United States has never lost this relay at the Olympics, but there’s been speculation that our young Australian team could challenge them with the aid of our home advantage in Sydney. A couple of weeks earlier, the US anchorman Gary Hall Jnr had written an Olympic diary entry for the online edition of US-based magazine Sports Illustrated in which he said:


I like Australia. In truth, I like Australians. The country is beautiful, and the people are admirable. Good humour and genuine kindness seem a predominant characteristic. My biased opinion is that we’ll smash them like guitars – but the logic in that remote area of my brain says it won’t be so easy for the US to dominate the waters this time …



I don’t know Gary that well at this stage, but he’s a showman: loud, expressive, confident. At his home Olympics in Atlanta four years earlier, he came out shadow-boxing for his showdown with the great Russian sprinter Alex Popov, now my training partner at the Australian Institute of Sport (AIS) in Canberra. Gary thinks of himself as an entertainer, not just a sportsman, and he has a sponsorship with Gibson Guitars, so he reaches for a colourful phrase to liven up his diary: ‘smash them like guitars’. It will play well to his audience.

Unfortunately, in the early days of the internet, his audience now includes Australia – and he has just given the Australian media the perfect ammunition to turn this race into a grudge match. It also plays perfectly into the Australian psyche. We’re already underdogs, and that’s the position in which we’re most comfortable, an underrated team ready to rise to the occasion. Now our fiercest opponent has given us extra motivation to prove the world wrong.

Gary’s words reach the local media while we are in our pre-Olympic training camp in Melbourne. Our relay team has already formed a bond, had meetings to discuss our approach to this race, led by our teammate Brett Hawke. He isn’t a member of the relay – he’s more a 50m specialist – but he has knowledge we need. Hawkey went to college in the United States – to Auburn University, a famed sprint school that has produced generations of Olympic medallists – so he knows how the Americans approach relays and why they are so successful. His message is that we need to do more than just prepare technically, by practising our changeovers and working out our team order and strategy. We also need to build trust between us to bind ourselves into one unit and truly believe we can win. We have meetings at our hotel, where we sit around and talk about tactics and the American approach to racing, but the most important meeting is at the MSAC pool, during a training session. We come together right on the pool deck, gathering our group, including our coaches. It is a statement of intent, in front of the rest of the Australian team.

I already have a good bond with the other guys. I regularly room with Thorpey at major championships; I live and train with Todd Pearson and Adam Pine at the AIS; I have been on multiple teams with Hawkey and our elder statesman Chris Fydler, who’s already announced he will retire after these Games. Ash Callus is a rookie and we don’t know him that well, but he seems unflappable. He carries himself well for someone who hasn’t been in this position before. Between us, we settle on a strategy. The US team is confident of beating us (‘smash them like guitars’), so we will try to use that sense of superiority against them, to take them out of their comfort zone. We will change the traditional racing order – second fastest, third fastest, fourth fastest, with the fastest as anchor. Instead, we will swim fastest to slowest. The plan is that our fastest swimmer (me) will establish a lead on the first leg and make the Americans chase us. Their second, third and fourth swimmers will want to reassert their authority quickly, so will burn energy to regain the lead on the first lap. We will let them do that. We will save our energy down the first lap and then surge on the second lap to retake the lead when they are starting to hurt toward the end of each leg. That’s the theory anyway, but now it’s all down to the execution.

Fydes, Todd, Ash and Adam Pine have been selected to swim the morning heat and qualify the team for the final. That was settled during the Melbourne camp, so they’ve had weeks to prepare for their part. Fydes’ place in the final team is secure so the other three are fighting for one place in the final four. They need to bond together while they are competing with each other. It’s a tricky balance to maintain, but necessary for them to perform on the first morning of the competition.

When it comes down to it, they all perform their parts perfectly. It’s a close-run thing between the three contenders for the final spot, but despite his inexperience Ash swims the fastest in the heats and he earns the last spot, by 0.01 seconds from Piney. Todd and Piney have been integral to the team, but they will watch from the grandstand. The final team is announced in our Australian team meeting before the evening finals session. We will swim in reverse order, as planned – Klim, Fydler, Callus, Thorpe. We must declare our team an hour before the competition starts, so the Americans will get their first look at our strategy then, but they won’t see the full picture because Thorpey hasn’t shown his true ability in the 100m yet. To them, he’s still a bit of an unknown quantity as a sprinter.

He heads to the pool before us because he has the 400m freestyle first. Fydes, Ash and I get on the shuttle together a bit later. Arriving too early at the pool tends to suck out your energy. We need every ounce we have for the task we have set ourselves. By the time we arrive, Thorpey is about to race, but I don’t go out to the main pool to watch him live. I’d love to, but if you are exposed to the crowd’s energy too early, it can overstimulate and drain you. I watch my roommate win Australia’s first gold medal on a TV screen out the back. I’m happy for him, but I keep calm and focus on my warm-up. Ash and Fydes do the same, and we regroup afterwards. From now on, we will stay tight. We know Thorpey will join us later. Winning a gold medal is just the beginning. He has to do broadcast and mixed zone interviews, the medal ceremony and snatch a bit of warm-down time so he can get his lactic acid out and be ready to swim again, all in an hour. We’re expecting him to join us in the marshalling room.

It’s quiet at the warm-down pool now. The pool is usually a hive of activity during a session, with swimmers warming up and down, coaches running along the deck with stopwatches, managers wrangling us, but now it has emptied out. Apart from our support staff, everyone has gone into the grandstand so they can watch the big showdown.

One of our team managers, Jan Talbot, has been assigned to escort us to the call room. I’m happy it’s Jan – she always has good energy about her. She tells us it’s time to go. As we walk to marshalling, she’s checking on Thorpey’s progress on the walkie-talkie. Everything feels under control. We’re ready for battle.

We’re not the first to arrive in the waiting room, nor the last. The Americans arrive last. The race is only minutes away now. We’re in a small room crowded with big testosterone-filled guys, all preparing themselves for the contest. All the other teams have their four swimmers ready, but we are still only three. Jan is checking again. Still no Thorpey. The marshals are now lining us up in order to walk out to the pool. And we’re still three. Now the other teams are looking sideways at us. Where is he? Jan tells us he’s having trouble getting into his suit, but he’ll be here in a minute.

We know he has a problem with his suit, but we don’t know the extent of it. In fact, he has ripped the zip of his fresh, dry racing suit while getting into it for the relay. Two years earlier, that wouldn’t have been a problem because we all wore briefs for racing. But a technological revolution has taken place in swimsuit design since the World Championships in Perth. The swimwear manufacturers have created fabrics that slip through the water more easily than our skin. Now we cover up in full-length bodysuits. The downside is that they are so tight that it takes at least ten minutes to get into them – and that’s when they are dry. No-one in their right mind would try to get into a wet suit. But Thorpey’s one dry suit is now an expensive rag on the floor. His suits are personally designed for him, so he can’t borrow one from a teammate. Unless he wears training briefs, he has no alternative but to try to get back into the wet suit he wore for the 400m. Most other swimmers are wearing neck-to-ankle suits with no arms, but his suit has full-length arms, and that makes it worse. Soon there are six people around him, each helping him to wrestle into an uncooperative skin-tight suit as carefully and as quickly as possible because there is no backup plan. Thorpey decides there are too many helpers and orders everyone out except Piney, who finally gets him into the suit.

In the call room, we play for time, sitting still while the other teams stand and get into line. Now every team is focused on the man who isn’t there. Ash and Fydes still look calm, and that keeps me calm too. If these guys are chilled about it, I have to keep it together. Then there is no more time. The marshals are sending us out. We walk out to the arena and I look up at the massive spectator grandstand, trying to spot my parents, but I can’t see them in the sea of faces. We stand behind our lane and begin our final preparation. We’re still three. They begin the introductions with lane 1. We’re still three. They get to the Americans in lane 4. We’re still three. I have my head down, waiting for our introduction. Then I hear ‘Hey, guys!’ and he’s finally here. Thorpey’s wearing just his suit and his runners, and carrying a towel. He looks a bit flustered, but he’s here, just in time for us to link hands and raise our arms to the crowd. They respond with an almighty roar. It’s the loudest noise I’ve ever heard in a swimming pool. It rolls around over and through us, and it penetrates our bones. It’s like an atomic blast from the 17,500-strong crowd.

The wave of sound passes and Thorpey plops himself in the chair behind our lane. The chair is usually reserved for the first swimmer, so they can rest their legs for a minute before the start. But I can see he needs a moment to centre himself so I let it go and work around him.

The benefit of this mini-drama is that none of us has had time to think about the race – or, more importantly, overthink the race. Thorpey’s late arrival is the perfect distraction. As I shrug off my tracksuit and take a moment for myself, I register that I feel amazing, the freshest I have ever been before a race.

The whistle goes and the first swimmers step up to the blocks. My mouth is dry so I take a mouthful of water from the pool before I step up. I have Lorenzo Vismara of Italy to my left and Anthony Ervin of the United States to my right. Anthony is super young and talented, but I’m not focused on him. We haven’t studied the American team that much. This isn’t about them, it’s about us.

We all step onto the blocks and I look straight down my lane. I feel so clear-headed. Everything is in balance, my body is primed, my emotions are charged. I’m not thinking about anything but the start.

The gun goes and … pandemonium. I’m below the water now, doing my nine butterfly kicks before I break the surface at 15m. I can only hear white noise, but the energy of the crowd is electrifying. I launch through the surface and take my first stroke. It’s pure. I catch the water like it’s solid and propel myself forward. By 30m, I feel like I am skimming across the water. Everything feels automatic, quick but in control. I take my first breath at 25m, and a second breath as we approach the far wall. I’m in the lead at the turn. I stay under water to let the waves in my wake roll over me before surfacing again. I pick up my rhythm and the field starts to fall away. This is where the effort can start to tell, so I’m breathing every four strokes now to suck in oxygen, but I feel strong, like I’m on a wave and surfing. I can’t see anybody, but I can feel Anthony somewhere near my thigh or my knee. That gives me the confidence to keep pushing. For the last 15m I bring my dolphin kick in again for the finish. I’m driving to the wall as if I will go straight through it. As I touch, I know it’s been a fast swim. Fydes dives in and I look up to the scoreboard. For an instant I think I see 48.1 but then the splits vanish. I’m not sure what I’ve seen, but I know that Alex’s world record is 48.21 seconds. I jump out of the pool and walk over to Thorpey. I can’t help asking, ‘Did I just break the world record?’ ‘Yes,’ he confirms. I look across at Alex, who is still to swim for the Russian team, but we don’t make eye contact.

Fydes is doing well against Neil Walker. The plan is unfolding as it was designed to do. He lets Walker lead down the first lap and he goes past him on the way back. Ash is now on the blocks ready to hit the water. I’m yelling at Thorpey, knowing his anchor leg will be crucial, that we have a chance to win now. As he gets ready to step up to the block, I’m in his ear, trying to motivate him, but he doesn’t need it. He’s 17 years old and he has just won an Olympic gold medal. He shoots me a stern look that says, ‘Don’t ever shout at me like that again.’ Noted. I turn to the pool and start yelling at Ash instead. The emotions I was keeping under control for my own swim are now bouncing around the arena. Ash has got us a slight lead against Jason Lezak. Thorpey dives in, a heartbeat ahead of Gary Hall. My own heart feels like it is about to break through my chest.

We had done a trial run with Thorpey anchoring our relay at the Pan Pacs a year before, and we’d won then, but this is the Olympics, he’s still 17 and he’s backing up after a world record in the 400m freestyle. So this is a gamble, even though it’s based on solid training and competition data and our faith in his already demonstrated ability to rise to the occasion. We know he doesn’t have Gary’s top-end speed, but we also know that he will come home hard.

Gary dashes to the lead and at the turn he has half a body-length on Thorpey. With 25m to go, Thorpey is holding but he’s not gaining much. Then the balance begins to shift. Gary is tiring and Thorpey is gaining. With 15m to go, it still seems that the gap is too big. But Thorpey is charging now, eating into the lead with every stroke. His famous feet are churning up the water like an outboard motor. The three of us are leaning over the top of the block, desperately calling him home and trying not to get in the way of the officials. Three strokes out, he draws even and I know we’ve got this. In the last metres, momentum is everything and it is all with Thorpey. His timing is perfect. He reaches out and stops the clock at 3 minutes, 13.67 seconds, a world record, but even he isn’t paying attention to the details now. I reach down and yank him out of the pool and we four hug and lift our arms in triumph and roar with delight, not that we can hear anything because the crowd is in an even higher orbit. They have lifted the roof off the Sydney International Aquatic Centre. Thorpey says we should play air guitars and we do. The crowd loves it, although it’s not really our style. We start to settle down and the first person who comes to congratulate us is Gary. He’s been painted as the villain, but he gets out of the pool, walks straight over and shakes our hands. That moment of sportsmanship lodges in my brain and will lead to a friendship further down the line.

It’s not the first time Gary has been generous, and not the first time he and I have been connected by a guitar. But we’ll get to that story later.

As this is the last race of the night, our medal ceremony is almost immediately afterwards. We have only a few minutes to collect ourselves, don our tracksuits and Australian flags and walk to the podium, with the US team and the Brazilians, who are even more excited than us to have won the bronze medal. Often the crowd is leaving while the last medals are being presented, but not tonight. The huge grandstand to the western side of the pool stretches almost to the heavens and it seems that everyone has stayed to celebrate with us. At the Olympics, the medals are presented by International Olympic Committee members, who nominate which ceremonies they want to do before the Games begin. Australia’s IOC member Kevan Gosper has selected ours and presents us with the gold medals. We sing the anthem, congratulate the other medallists and then start a lap of honour. I break ranks almost immediately when I spot my parents at the front of the crowd and climb up into the photographers’ stand to kiss them. I turn to go back to the pool deck, but then I hear a voice calling me that I would recognise anywhere. My sister Anna has joined my parents, so I turn back to hug her as well. I catch up with the team and we continue the tour. Prime Minister John Howard and his wife Janette are madly waving a flag at us. We come to the Australian team, and our coaches and some of the legends who have acted as mentors for us, Dawn Fraser and John Konrads among them. We get back to the warm-down pool and Greg Norman is there to congratulate us.

Then there are media interviews, a press conference, drug-testing, warm-downs and massages. It’s a blur, but one moment stands out. After the press conference, the Australian team’s media manager Ian Hanson leads us out onto a terrace overlooking the Olympic Boulevard, saying: ‘Come over here, have a look at this.’ By then it is almost midnight, but there is a sea of people in Olympic Park, hundreds of thousands, as far as the eye can see. We’re spotted and it’s bedlam. They are cheering and screaming and clapping and waving. It’s a surreal scene. I wonder if this is what it feels like to be a rock star. Not bad for an immigrant kid they called Lumpy.
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