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Preface

It is not the mountain we conquer but ourselves.

Sir Edmund Hilary

 

 

My life might have been so different.

Have you seen the film Sliding Doors? It’s a film that explores one of those big questions in life: what if? In the film we see ‘what is’ and ‘what might have been’. The main character is sacked from work and sets off for home via the London Underground: in one version of her life she catches a Tube train; in the other version, she misses it. An arbitrary event – the time she arrives at the train platform – sends her life in two totally different directions, and the audience gets to see how both versions play out.

Countless events shape the course of our lives, some significantly, some less so. And, as we get older, who doesn’t look back on life and reflect on how things might have been? What would my life have been like if I’d passed that exam? If I’d not lost that job? If I hadn’t met the person I married?

The question I always come back to is: what would my life have been like if I had not got cancer? I think I know the answer.

In my life without cancer, I make the passage from teenager to adult like any other ordinary teenager, untroubled by responsibility, unburdened by cares. Average at school, I remain average at college; I get an average job and I tick along, making do, getting by. I get a family, a house and a mortgage.

The one escape in my life is swimming. I was a good swimmer as a boy and I remain a good swimmer. A countylevel swimmer – but never an excellent swimmer. Because that kind of excellence requires the kind of commitment that an average teenager just doesn’t have. Not me, anyway. So, all in all, ordinary person, ordinary life.

Like Sliding Doors, the ‘what is’ version of my life is in stark contrast to the ‘what might have been’ version. Not for me the carefree years of teenage irresponsibility. Oh no. In this  one I’m minding my own business when I get a swollen ankle. ‘So what?’, you say. Well, somehow, the swollen ankle turns into cancer. Not just any cancer either, but a nasty virulent cancer of the bone. The doctors tell me that if I don’t have part of my leg amputated, I’ll die. And if I do, I might still die – I’ll have a 50-50 chance, instead of no chance. So, minus part of my leg, I endure six courses of chemo and survive.

The one escape in my life is swimming. A good swimmer as a boy, I become an excellent swimmer-a member of the British swimming team and a highly competitive, motivated, committed athlete. My brush with mortality, ironically, makes me realize that I am capable of much more than I ever imagined. I set myself some tough challenges and I achieve them. I knuckle down, strap myself in, and ride life’s rollercoaster. I win gold, silver and bronze medals. More than that, I climb mountains, do charitable work – I even write a book. Ordinary person, extraordinary life. Well, halfway there, maybe.

Do I regret the way my life has turned out? No, not for a minute. I’m not going to say cancer is the best thing that ever happened to me. That’s too glib, too easy. I wouldn’t wish what I’ve been through on anyone else.

But having cancer has made me a better person. It’s taught me to approach life in a different way. It’s taught me to measure myself against my potential and not against others’. It has taught me about personal responsibility: that life is about being the best person you can be and a lot more besides.

If you are lucky, life teaches you what you don’t learn at school. I’ve been very lucky. I’ve learnt some tough but invaluable lessons about life on my journey. I’d like to share those lessons with you.

Marc Woods




INTRODUCTION

My life in brief




SUMMER 1985 

One Saturday, at the start of my summer holidays, my ankle becomes swollen and is painful to walk on. The most energetic things I had done was to drink a cup of tea and watch television. Over the following months I go through numerous diagnostic processes and am eventually told that, aged 16, I have a type of arthritis.




CHRISTMAS 1986 

For over a year I hobble around, my left ankle gradually getting worse and starting to collapse. A new round of appointments with specialists and doctors begins. When I’m sent for a bone biopsy, I realize that whatever is happening must be pretty serious. By this time I just want to find out what is wrong. Two weeks before Christmas, I find out. I have cancer.

I have to have my leg amputated. Christmas flies by, punctuated by gatherings of concerned looking family members and more tests, this time at an oncology centre. I spend a lot of time thinking about what I will and won’t be able to do in the future as an amputee.




NEW YEAR 1987 

My first five-day-long chemotherapy session straddles the New Year celebrations. On the afternoon that I enter the hospital, I still have very little idea of what chemotherapy might feel like, or what it will mean to me.

Within six hours of starting the treatment, I understand the language of chemotherapy. The cancer might kill me in the long run, but the chemotherapy feels like it is trying to kill me right now.




JANUARY 1987 

Amputation day approaches: 20 January 1987.

Talking to my father before the operation, I want to find something I am able to do with one leg. Swimming seems to be the answer. I was a county swimmer before and I should be able to swim with one leg. Perhaps there are competitions especially for amputees. Before I even have my operation, my father enters me for the National Swimming Championships for the Disabled the following June!

The amputation happens and I deal with it in my own way. The pain is not as all-consuming as I feared, but the phantom pains are both alarming and unpleasant. I celebrate my 18th birthday on 1 February, at the mercy of my phantom pains.




JANUARY-JUNE 1987 

The chemotherapy continues to grind away at me, sapping my strength, testing my resolve.

Meanwhile, I have my artificial limb fitted.




MAY 1987 

Outside the cancer ward, I’m desperate to keep hold of some level of normality. I go to see the school compete at a swimming gala.




JUNE 1987 

By the time I finish my treatment, I am literally half the man I used to be. I have lost both weight and a limb.

I compete at the National Disabled Swimming Championships, which my father had entered me for six months previously. Surprisingly, I win three medals. I’ve come out the other end of the tunnel fighting. It’s a fight I vow to carry on.




JUNE 1987 ONWARDS 

Swimming becomes an even bigger focus for me once I finish my treatment. Soon I am swimming faster with one leg than I did before with two.




OCTOBER 1988 

Eighteen months after finishing my chemotherapy, I’m good enough and lucky enough to represent Great Britain at the Seoul Paralympics. I win two gold medals, one silver medal and two bronze medals, a feat I consider to be pretty respectable. I have turned my life around – from the ‘deathbed’ to the podium – in a relatively short time and both my family and I are thrilled.




1988-2000 

For the next 12 years, swimming is my priority. My father, who had taught me to swim when I was four, coached me when I went to Seoul. Now, when I go to university, I take on a new coach. I finish my degree, but it is the swimming that drives  me on, and with my parents there as my number one fans, I win medals at both Barcelona and Atlanta.




OCTOBER 2000 

I set my sights on competing in my fourth Games in Sydney and adding to my gold medal collection. All preparations are going well and the 4×100m freestyle relay team, which I’m part of, looks on track to win the gold at Sydney. Then, just two days before I am due to fly to Sydney, my father unexpectedly dies of a massive stroke. I cancel my flight and, along with my brother, help my mum to organize the funeral and deal with all the awful paperwork. The family is shattered. I want to be with my mum and help her. But after discussing it, we decide that I really should go to Sydney. My father would have been furious with himself if he knew he was the reason why I didn’t go.

And so, the day after his funeral, I take the long, lonely flight to Sydney – one of the hardest things I have ever done. My team-mates are there for me and help me through an awful situation. The race is a memorable one. The BBC’s Stuart Storey ranks it as his highlight of the games. We win the gold. It is both the best and the worst week of my life.




TODAY 

Today I am no longer a competitive swimmer, but I have taken on new challenges. I have my own motivational speaking business and I also work with the Teenage Cancer Trust.

Whilst compiling my various highs and lows, I have looked at how they affected me at the time and also how they continue to affect me. Conversations with family, people with cancer and doctors have all helped me to survive some very  testing situations. I have had many things taken away from me in life, but in return I have gained a respect for life itself.




 ONE

Don’t let life happen to you

The will to do, the soul to dare.

Sir Walter Scott

 

Dost thou love life? Then do not squander time, for that is the stuff life is made of.

Benjamin Franklin




THOUGHTS ON DIAGNOSIS 

We arrived back home at around 1.30am, way past my parents’ bedtime if not mine. The Parent Teachers Association’s annual Christmas fundraiser at my school had been a real success. Not least, because I won six out of the ten raffle prizes – a large ham from the local butcher, a bottle of Liebfraumilch, a Christmas pudding, two boxes of chocolates and of course the obligatory gift box set of Old Spice aftershave and deodorant.

The note from Dr Watkins was scribbled on a piece of paper and had been pushed through the letterbox:Maurice,

Give me a call on 875419 whatever time you get in.

Dr Watkins





 

‘Do you think that it’s too late?’ Mum said, as much to herself as to Dad. But he was already punching in the number.

‘No, he knows we want to know the score as soon as possible.’

‘Hello, Dr Watkins? Maurice Woods here. Right … OK … OK … we’ll see you in five minutes, then.’ He put the phone down and crossed the kitchen. ‘He told me that I should have a stiff drink and make him a cup of tea. He’s on his way round.’

Mum put the kettle on and put out the best cups and saucers on a tray. I glanced at my brother Ian, Ian at my mum. My dad was staring into thin air, his mind working at a million miles an hour as it always did.

Dr Watkins arrived looking somehow older than when I had last seen him, two weeks earlier. He took a seat and launched straight into what he had to tell us.

‘I know you are all eager to find out the results from the biopsy. I have been chasing Mr Evans for news, but he was keen to get a second opinion.’ His hands holding the cup and saucer shook. Not just a little tremble: it was so pronounced, it looked like a hammy actor trying to do ‘nervous’. ‘But it has been confirmed now. You have an oesteosarcoma, or bone cancer. You will have to have your leg amputated below the knee and six sessions of chemotherapy.’

Tears welled up in Dad’s eyes.

‘What if I don’t want to have my leg amputated?’ I asked.

‘Then you’ll die,’ was the instant reply. ‘Bone cancer is a very virulent type of cancer and this course of treatment has been proven to give the best prognosis. You will have one course of chemotherapy first, then your amputation, and then the other five bouts of chemotherapy.’

I left the room. In the kitchen I leant against the units and began to cry.

‘Don’t cry, mate,’ my brother said as he came in.

‘Why me?’

‘You’ll be all right.’

And then I thought about it. What would my friends and peers think? What would I think if it was one of them that had cancer? I’d probably be mildly concerned, but it wouldn’t stop me from living. It wouldn’t stop me deliberating over what I would have for my tea.

‘You’re right, I will be all right,’ I said. ‘People aren’t going to be that upset for me, so I won’t let it upset me. What happens to me isn’t going to stop them living, so I won’t let it stop me from living.’

I’m not sure how much logic there was in that thought, especially given the circumstances, but at the time it seemed to make me feel a whole lot better. I didn’t know if I had six  months, six years or sixty years left to live – but I did know that from this moment on, I was going to live my life to the full.

Until that moment, I had been the typical teenager, just happy to let life wash over me. But this was a pivotal moment in my life. It was the proverbial ‘kick up the arse’ and it made me realize that I no longer wanted life to just happen to me. From that point on, I wanted to take control of my own destiny as best I could.




DON’T LET LIFE HAPPEN TO YOU 

Before I was catapulted into the world of cancer, I was like most of the people I meet – I let life happen to me. From day to day, life impacted on me and I did very little to affect it.

As humans, we have a predisposition to die. Every cell, from the moment it forms, is programmed to die. Every skin cell, every hair cell, every blood cell has a spell of life that is planned, before it self-destructs. Scientists call it ‘apoptosis’: programmed cell death.

But sometimes, something goes wrong within the cell. Somehow the DNA gets damaged and the cell changes its attitude. A cancer cell is born and, given the chance, a cancer cell loves to live. It stops doing the tasks that its mother cell performed and then begins to divide, replicating itself with a view to hanging around for as long as possible. It doesn’t self-destruct. Cancer cells are strong – they have character. All cancer cells are trying to do is live. The only way you can get rid of them is by poisoning (or irradiating) them into submission. That’s what the chemotherapy does. Chemotherapy encourages the cancer cell to commit suicide.

People talk of cancer being sinister. They whisper about it under their breath as if the cells are listening. All cancer is trying to do is live, but it is life at all costs, life until its host is dead.

It was only when I came face to face with these cells, so to speak, and their passion for life, that I decided to be passionate about life myself. I was going to have an effect on my life and not just let life happen to me. It is amazing what it takes for some people, and I am including myself in this, to realize that life is a do-it-yourself thing.

Many people need a push in life before they actually start living. They cite near-death experiences, or the loss of a loved one, as events that have made them re-evaluate their life and how they want to live it. Such things can force a period of self-reflection so thorough that it affects the very nature of how an individual wants to spend the rest of their days. They make a decision about how they want to actively approach life. But what about the people who haven’t suddenly been faced with their own mortality, or suffered a terrible loss or shock? Those people who are living life passively? I certainly don’t recommend searching out such experiences; instead, let’s try and learn from those who have been there.


Extraordinary lives 

History is full of examples of people who have grasped life with both hands; people who have got up off of their backsides, got on and achieved great things; people who have been proactive rather than reactive.

We all know about the great leaders, for example Sir Winston Churchill, or humanitarians, such as Mother Teresa. Their achievements are world famous. But these are not the only people who have seized the day and attacked life with  vigour. Root around a little in the archives of history and it doesn’t take long to discover that there are countless less well-known tales of ordinary people living extraordinary lives.

 

In 1961, Jean Nidetch was an ordinary middle-aged housewife living in Queens, New York. Like many other women, she struggled to keep her weight down.

Nidetch could have muddled on, fighting the good fight against fat and trying out the latest diet fads, but – where keeping off those extra pounds was concerned – getting nowhere fast. Instead, she decided to take action. She invited six friends over to her apartment to discuss their common predicament. The next time they met, she handed out copies of a slimming plan she found in an obesity clinic run by the New York City Department of Health.

Within two months, that small group of friends had expanded to 40 or so people. Nidetch’s waistline, however, like many others in the group, decreased substantially. Initially she weighed in at 193lb (13 stone, 11lb) but was soon down to 134lbs (9 stone, 8lb). The group dieting thing obviously worked.

Soon they were holding meetings at other people’s houses. In 1963, the group having long outgrown her apartment, Nidetch hired a theatre in Queens. She was expecting about 50 people to come along – 400 showed up. Realizing the whole thing was getting a little to large for her to handle alone, Nidetch found a business partner, Al Lippert, and founded Weight Watchers.

Nidetch ran the company for 15 years before finally selling to the Heinz corporation in 1978. She remained a consultant with the brand she created until 1998.

George Mercer Dawson didn’t get the greatest start in life. Born in Pictou, Novia Scotia in 1849, he contracted tuberculosis of the spine when he was a boy. It left him with a hunched back and restricted his growth development to the equivalent of a twelve-year-old child.

But Dawson wasn’t about to rail at his misfortune, or languish at home an invalid. Initially he was too ill to go to school, so he was educated at home. But, after a lengthy period of recovery and recuperation, he went to study part-time at McGill University in Canada and later attended the Royal School of Mines in England.

Dawson returned to Canada in 1873, aged 24, when he was appointed geologist and botanist to Her Majesty’s British North America Boundary Commission. For the next 20 or so years, Dawson travelled thousands of miles on geological surveys. He travelled from western Ontario to the Rocky Mountains, through British Columbia, and the Yukon, to the Bering Sea.

Little by little, he meticulously mapped out large tracts of Canada, covering the mountains, lakes and valleys by horse, railway, steamboat, canoe and even on foot. The physical challenges were immense, yet Dawson conquered them.

He was appointed as Palaeontologist and Chief Geologist of the Geological Survey of Canada (GSC) and later became a director. In 1896, he was elected President of the Geological Society of America.

As well as his scientific achievements, Dawson left a historical legacy in the archive of photos taken on his journeys. They are photographs documenting the birth of modern Canada, and the extraordinary career of a man who lived life with a flourish.

 

On a summer’s day in July 1944, a young African-American woman got on a Greyhound bus heading for Baltimore. The  27-year-old mother of two was on her way to see a doctor. She sat near the back of the bus in the section reserved for ‘coloured’ people.

When she was asked to give up her seat for a white couple she refused, telling the women sitting next to her – one of whom was holding a baby – to stay put. The bus driver headed for the nearest sheriff’s office, pulled up outside the jailhouse and called a sheriff onto the bus, who attempted to arrest her. At which point she tore up the ticket and fought with the deputy who dragged her off the bus.

She later recalled in an interview with The Washington Post: ‘He touched me. That’s when I kicked him in a very bad place. He hobbled off, and another one came on. He was trying to put his hands on me to get me off. I was going to bite him, but he was dirty, so I clawed him instead. I ripped his shirt.’

She was subsequently jailed for resisting arrest and breaking segregation laws.

That women wasn’t Rosa Parks, whom some of you might have heard of. It was a woman called Irene Brown, ten years before Parks stepped onto that bus in Alabama that would make her so famous.

In court, Brown pleaded not guilty to breaking the segregation laws but was found guilty and fined $10. At that point most of us, with centuries of history and the weight of the US judicial system against us, would have probably paid the fine. Not Brown, though.

She appealed and her lawyers pursued the case to the Supreme Court which, in a landmark ruling, overturned the segregation laws in interstate transport situations. Although the Southern states refused to follow the ruling in Irene Morgan v. Virginia, Brown’s actions led to a series of freedom rides. In the first, 18 black and white members of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) travelled throughout the South on buses,  whites at the back, blacks at the front, on a ‘journey of reconciliation’. Many ended up working on a chain gang for 90 days.

Irene Brown went on to live a life that would have been impossible had it not been for her actions and those of others in the US civil rights movement. She won a scholarship in a radio competition and studied for a first degree in communications – aged 68. She got her masters degree in urban studies – aged 73. Before this, she ran her own childcare business in Queens, New York.

 

The problem for most of us is that doing things at 90% of maximum effort is easy. The extra 10% may be disproportionately difficult, but it is that little bit extra that makes us exceptional. The first step is to decide that this is a journey that you want to take. It is not a quick or easy process: it may well take far longer then getting the first 90% right. It fact, it may even take you the rest of your life.


Just my luck 

I was lucky: something happened to me to make me re-evaluate my life. I am one of many people who have had a major life crisis. It can be a serious illness, losing your job, losing someone close to you, a narrow miss, an accident, or an event that stops you in your tracks for a moment – psychologically, physically, or both.

Better still, for me, it happened when I was young enough for it to make a difference – although it can still galvanize you into action if it happens later on in life.

And, perhaps even more importantly, I was lucky enough to be the kind of person who took the positive, rather than the negative, from a situation. Not everyone would view such a major life crisis as positive.

Psychology professor Richard Wiseman, author of The Luck Factor, conducted research into people’s attitude towards luck. A broad range of people took part in the study: at the two extremes, some participants considered themselves to be very lucky, others very unlucky, with a range of people falling somewhere in between. As part of the study, Wiseman proposed a scenario to the 400 participants and recorded the various responses.

The scenario was as follows:You walk into a bank to cash a cheque and, as you are standing in the queue, someone decides to rob the bank. In the confusion, a gun is fired and you are shot in the leg and wounded. But you survive. What would be your response?





One set of people responded with answers such as ‘Why is it always me?’, ‘I’m always in the wrong place at the wrong time’ and ‘Life is so unfair’.

Others replied along the lines of ‘Well, it could have been a lot worse; we could all have been killed’ or ‘I am lucky to be alive’; and, in extreme cases, ‘Wow, that’s lucky – I could write a book about it!’

Obviously the scenario was the same for everyone, so it is only the individual’s attitude towards the scenario that varied. No doubt you know which camp you fall into – the people who considered themselves to be generally unlucky in life; or those who believe luck is with them.

Personally, I feel that we make our own luck through the choices we make. We are all capable of positive and negative thoughts and attitudes; the important thing is to let the positive side control the negative and not vice versa.


Bitterness 

We don’t have time to be bitter about events – it’s far better to use them as a catalyst to spur us on. It’s not always easy, but perhaps we should follow the example of Nelson Mandela. If anyone has a right to be bitter, it is Nelson Mandela. Twentyseven years enduring the brutal prison regime on Robben Island, a place Mandela described as ‘the harshest, most ironfisted outpost in the South African penal system’. Incarcerated for struggling against injustice and subsequently exonerated by the actions of later generations.

Nelson Mandela was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in December 1993, along with F.W. de Klerk, the man who ordered his release and then helped to run the government with him, for ‘their work for the peaceful termination of the apartheid regime, and for laying the foundations for a new, democratic South Africa’.

At the award ceremony, the chairman of the Norwegian Nobel Committee noted: ‘many people have remarked on the apparent lack of bitterness that characterizes Mandela’s conduct since he was released from prison. He himself has said that perhaps he would have harboured bitter thoughts if he had not had a job to do.’

Would Mandela have achieved what he has in life if he had wallowed in bitterness and hatred following 27 years in prison? Obviously not, and millions of people should thank him for his strength.

Not everyone, however, has the benefit of a life-changing event to spur them on. So what about these people? If that’s you, then you may well be thinking, ‘Do I really need to re-evaluate the way I live my life?’ It’s a fair question. Why should you bother?

Perhaps it is worth considering a few statistics. • The average American spends 52 days a year watching television. That means a 70-year-old will have spent over ten years of their life watching television. Even if you exclude the first ten years, that is still 8.5 years.1 
• In the UK, the average commute to work is 45 minutes per day. Over a year, that is the equivalent of 34 eight-hour working days. Over a working lifetime from 18 to retirement at 65, that is about four years and three months of your life spent travelling to and from work.2 
• According to the World Toilet Organization – yes, such a thing exists – the average person spends about three years of their life on the toilet.
• If we live to 70 and assume that we get an average of seven hours’ sleep a night, we will have spent the equivalent of a little over 20 years, 24/7, asleep.
• In China, people from Beijing spend one hour and 42 minutes eating daily. That’s 25 days a year, and just short of five years 24/7 if they live to 70.
• The average person over 50 will have spent five years waiting in queues and one year looking for lost items.



In other words, just taking account of these few activities, someone who lives to 70 will have spent 47½ of those years, eating, sleeping, going to the toilet, travelling to and from work, watching television, waiting in queues and searching for lost items.

When you look at life in this way it makes you realize how little time we actually spend doing the things that matter to us. What value, for example, do you place on watching television or commuting to work, or sleeping, compared with doing things with your family, travelling or spending time with friends?

If you throw work into the equation, especially if you don’t enjoy your work, then there is very little time left for you. Most people don’t stop and think about things like this, or only very rarely – they are too busy getting through life, living from day to day. Because of my illness, I was forced to confront the way I lived my life and how I wanted to live it.

Surely, though, it would be better if it didn’t take a major life crisis to make you think seriously about what you want from life and how you want to live it. That’s one of the reasons why I wrote this book: I found out the hard way, but hopefully you can take a short-cut.

BE PROACTIVE

My recovery has given me a second chance. Others don’t get one and start from a worse position. I can’t do anything about yesterday but I sure can about tomorrow. ’Tomorrow is the first day of the rest of your life’.

Richard Shaw

Teenage Cancer Trust trustee






LET’S GET IT ON 

This book contains anecdotes and insights from my life experiences, and details of how I turned a major life crisis into a positive life-affirming outcome. It is not meant to be prescriptive: my illness and my subsequent experiences as a competitive swimmer have taught me some useful lessons about life. Take from them what you will.

If you follow some or all of them, I strongly believe that they will help you achieve your personal best in whatever it is you want to do.

If you are going to take on the challenge, you will need some weapons in your armoury, some ideas about how you can change your life for the better. In the rest of the book I will write about:


Being the best you can be 

Few of us appreciate what we are truly capable of. No matter what your starting point is, you can do more than you think: more physically, more mentally.


Constant goal setting 

There’s little point in setting out on a journey if you don’t know where you are going. People do better with goals than without them, provided those goals are well chosen.


Motivation 

It’s the ‘why’ of what we do. It’s the reason we get from A to B. No motivation, no goals achieved. The obvious motivation is that attractive carrot – money. But money isn’t necessarily the best motivator. You need much more than financial reward for motivation if you are going to improve your personal best.


Teamwork 

We all work in teams of one sort or another. Don’t believe me? Well if you are not in a formal team at work, you are probably in an informal one. Outside of work there is family  life, even if it is a team of two. If you live and work alone, there’s your social network. And if none of the above applies, you are probably not reading this book but stranded on a desert island.


Communication 

Effective communication is at the heart of excellent personal performance. Communication isn’t just about talking, though – much of personal communication, for example, is non-verbal. And listening is one of the most important communications skills you can master.


Adversity 

The path to doing well is rarely an easy one; there will always be setbacks and it pays to know how to deal with them. Stress is a big factor in modern life. It is hard to reach your true potential if stress is holding you back. Luckily, there are ways of combating stress that really work.


Role models 

We don’t arrive in the world with an innate knowledge of how best to live our lives. We need guidance from somewhere. This is where role models come in. But not just any role model, not the conventional pop, movie and sports stars. Role models are all around us, we just need to find the right ones. Well-chosen role models and mentors help us help ourselves to get better.


Prejudice 

Prejudice does not just eat away at individuals and society, it impairs performance. Prejudice prevents you from finding out what people are really like and thus from developing useful networks and alliances. It gives you a misshapen worldview.

Learn how not to perpetuate prejudice or let it affect your life.


The edge 

If we can get a fair advantage, why not take it? It so often separates the excellent from the nearly excellent. There are many techniques that can help boost personal performance. Some may work for you, some may not – try them and see.

 

As you finish this chapter, ask yourself if you want to live life actively. Hopefully, the answer will be ‘yes’. Once you have decided to make the journey, you must commit to being the best you can be at that very moment in time. Not tomorrow, next week or next year, but right here and now.




TWO

The best you can be

The difference between what we do and what we are capable of doing would suffice to solve most of the world’s problems.

Mahatma Gandhi

 

The battles that count aren’t the ones for gold medals. The struggles within yourself – the invisible, inevitable battles inside all of us – that’s where it’s at.

Jesse Owens




LEARNING TO WALK 

At the age of 18, I learnt to walk again. It is a strange thing to have to do for a second time. Of course I had mastered it once when I was a toddler, but then, the whole thing was automatic. The second time around was a different proposition.

The first part of the process was to be given an artificial leg. Limb fitters look like a cross between a doctor and a janitor. They wear white coats, but instead of stethoscopes and thermometers, they carry wrenches, screwdrivers and Allen keys.

I remember the limb fitter walking in my direction, my new leg swinging in his hand.

‘Here is your pylon,’ he said in matter-of-fact way.

My first thought was: ‘I wish he would call it a leg’. After all, it looked a bit like a leg, with a plastic foot at one end and a socket and strap at the other. ‘Pylon’ sounds mechanical. ‘Leg’ sounds human. I wanted to feel human.

The fitter was around retirement age, with an attitude that matched the decoration of the fitting room – drab, tired and disappointed.

‘Put this stump sock on,’ he said, passing it to me. Then he pulled the socket lining out of the leg and pushed it onto my stump with a force that made my chair slide back along the tiled floor.

‘Now push the lining back into the pylon.’ I did as I was told.

‘That’s quite tight,’ I said, my stump still unaccustomed to any rough treatment.

‘It’s meant to be,’ he replied curtly. ‘Do the strap up.’

The strap went around the bottom of my thigh, just above my knee.

‘Now walk in between the two bars.’

I made my way to the parallel bars hobbling like an old lady with bunions after a day’s shopping. By now I could race around on my crutches. So I wasn’t expecting my mobility to be reduced when I got my leg.

‘Let’s check the alignment,’ he said.

‘This is quite painful.’

‘Well, what do you expect? I can’t make you a real one.’

Now I ask you. What is the minimum amount of compassion you should expect from someone working in the National Health Service? A reassuring smile from a maternity nurse during childbirth? A psychotherapist asking your name? A surgeon using a scalpel and not a plastic spoon? This guy definitely didn’t meet the minimum requirements.

‘I just thought you should know that it is uncomfortable.’

‘Well it’s going to be, isn’t it? Take it home with you, but don’t wear it until you get a call from the physiotherapy department. They’ll tell you how to use it.’

And that was it. End of appointment. He put my leg – uncomfortable or not, it was still my leg and not a pylon – into a large brown paper bag and gave it to my Mum, who was waiting at reception.

ORDINARY PEOPLE, EXTRAORDINARY LIVES

Comparing the personal best times of 18-year-old athlete Oscar Pistorius with the Olympic record books throws up some interesting facts. Had he raced the 100m in 1906, his time of 11.16 seconds would have won the gold medal; in 1920, his 200m time of 21.83 would have again won the gold; and if he had competed in 1928, his 47.34 for  the 400m would have also seen him at the top of the podium.

Perhaps you think this is not that impressive as we are now in the 21st century, but I have omitted to mention one detail: Oscar runs with two artificial legs. Pistorius was born without fibulae and several bones in his feet, so surgeons amputated both feet before his first birthday. He has become known as the fastest man with no legs.




100 % 

The fitting of my artificial limb was a dispiriting experience, but it taught me an important lesson. As far as I was concerned, the limb fitter chose not to be the best he could be at his job.

If the harsh news that I had cancer forced me to reassess my life and decide to live it to the full, then there was no way I was going to make a second-rate job of it. I decided, then and there, that whatever I did, I was going to do it to the best of my ability. I would be the best I could be.

When I got home, I started to practise walking. To begin with, I walked along still using my crutches and barely putting any weight on my new artificial leg. As I walked along the pavement outside my house, I carefully measured my stride length, comparing my left leg with my right. I made sure that each leg did the same thing. Once I had perfected this, I started to put more weight through the artificial leg.

This process went on for weeks. To begin with, people would say ‘Hey, Marc, you’re walking well – I can hardly tell you have one leg.’

Most people in my position would be happy with this. My reply was ‘What do you mean “hardly tell”? What am I doing wrong?’

At the time, we lived in a large bungalow with several windows. I would walk up and down the driveway, looking at my reflection in the glass. Sometimes I would see my Mum inside and I would get her to listen to the sounds of my footsteps. If she heard a limp I would try and eradicate it.

There were times when I overdid it and made my stump so sore I couldn’t wear my leg for several days. Eventually, though, I grew used to it. After two months, I was excellent at walking again. You couldn’t tell my artificial leg from my real one. It was hard work, but putting the extra effort in has paid off in numerous ways, not least in being able to do something that I love. In recent years, I have trekked and climbed in various places around the world, including the Andes and the Himalayas.

In life, many of us settle for second best. We end up, either actively or passively, committing ourselves less than 100% to a task or to our lives, whether it is completing a project at work, being a parent, sticking to a diet or keeping our New Year’s resolutions – whatever it may be.

If you are someone who gives 90%, but not 100%, you may take some comfort from the fact that there are understandable reasons why people find it difficult to put in the extra effort, either mentally of physically, to be better than average.

OUTSIDE THE COMFORT ZONE

Driving through the gates of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst was the first, very small part of a year-long journey that constantly pushed me out of my comfort zone.

The British Army Commissioning Course led me to discover who I really was and what I was capable of achieving. It certainly gave me the foundation for my military career, but I have also applied the skills learnt on the course to my career after leaving the army.

Having had very limited contact with the military previously, I was already on the ’back foot’ in comparison to those cadets who were seasoned OTC and TA attendees. Something new was thrown at me just about every day; some of these were physically challenging and some mentally challenging. The course pushes you to your physical and mental limits and beyond. Never before would I believe I could walk for three whole days carrying a load of kit and with only four hours’ sleep. And yet I did it and so much more.

Lesley Garside

Operations Director, Northgate HR




Why do we settle for less? 

There are many reasons why people settle for average as opposed to exceptional. Here are just a few that affected me – I suspect many of you will be familiar with some of them:• fear of failure;
• fear of the unknown;
• fear of being in the spotlight; and
• lack of motivation and disillusionment.




Fear of failure 

No one likes to fail – society places a premium on winning. Darwinism, natural selection, survival of the fittest – as humans, we are genetically primed for survival. It is an instinct that follows us through life, through work and often through leisure.

Failure is stigmatized and frowned upon. Before the middle of the 19th century, for example, individuals who were declared bankrupt were subject to the death penalty. In the US, they were nailed by the ear to a post and flogged. Fortunately for many entrepreneurs, bankruptcy policy is a bit more enlightened today, although it still has a stigma attached to it.

People soon learn that the best way of avoiding failure is by not risking it. By sticking to activities that we know we are capable of, we can carry on our lives safe in the knowledge that we are unlikely to be branded a failure. It’s the comfort zone that we so often hear about.

And it doesn’t have to be a major challenge, such as climbing Mount Everest or singing in front of a crowd of 100,000 at the Glastonbury Festival. It can be small everyday things: whether to wear that slightly daring dress, whether to take on a project at work, whether to give a presentation, whether to write a book. Every day, we make countless decisions influenced by our comfort zone. Even people that you might assume have no fear of failure still operate within a comfort zone. It’s all relative.

Take the world of climbing. Not, you might think, a sport for the faint-hearted. Yet within the climbing world, there are varying degrees of danger.

The safest form of climbing is sport climbing, where beginners are securely fastened to a top rope. The rope is fastened  above and below the climber. If the climber falls, the rope stops them falling more then a couple of feet.

The next stage in a climber’s development is to learn to lead a climb. Here, as the individual progresses up the rock face, they clip themselves onto existing bolts in the rock face set along the climbing route. As they climb from one bolt to the next, the potential fall is the distance between the climber and the last bolt. So they are at their most vulnerable just before clipping on to the next bolt. The further the distance they have climbed to that bolt, the further they could fall before being brought to a nasty halt by the bolt below.

Climbers who are very competent with a top rope will often struggle to adjust to leading. In their case, failure has a very tangible result of bad bruising and broken limbs. For most of us, the potential failure is less physical, but no less painful. Whether it hurts our bank balance or just our ego, it still hurts.


Fear of unknown 

In a similar way that people fear failure, they also fear the unknown. Although some people thrive on chaos most prefer stability. As Peter Gabriel once sang: ‘I know what I like, and I like what I know.’3 We like to understand the world around us. We like order. Consequently, we fear the unknown. This is why so many people dislike change. Yet this aversion to change and fear of the unknown holds us back both as individuals and as a society.

6 May 1954 was in important day both in athletics and human achievement. For years, running a mile in less than  four minutes was considered not just impossible but, according to the leading medics of the time, dangerous to the health of anyone who even attempted it.

Yet on a windy day in May, Roger Bannister crossed the finish line in a time of 3 minutes, 59.4 seconds. In doing so, he broke both a world record and a psychological barrier.

Australian John Landy, one of the fastest middle distance runners of the time, had attempted to break the four-minute mile many times before. Within 46 days of the breakthrough, Landy smashed Bannister’s record, running the mile in 3:57.9. By the end of 1957, 16 runners had logged sub-four-minute miles.

We have to tackle the unknown to make progress. If some individuals had not been willing to enter into the unknown and embrace change, the world would be a different place: Columbus wouldn’t have discovered America, man wouldn’t have stepped on the moon, Everest would remain unconquered and there would be no open-heart surgery.


Fear of being in the spotlight 

The Sunday Times once asked 3000 Americans what their greatest fear was. Top of the list with 41% of the vote came ‘speaking in front of a group’, some way ahead of the 19% who said ‘dying’.

What is it about public speaking that turns grown adults into a physical and mental wreck? The fear of being in the spotlight can root a person to the spot. Everything seems back to front. Palms get damp, mouths dry. The heart races, but the brain slows down. The throat constricts and the bowels … and all before you utter a word.

I speak from experience. On 24 March 2003, I was attending a concert organized by the Teenage Cancer Trust at the Royal  Albert Hall. The band performing was Coldplay; 20 minutes before they were due on stage, I was asked if I wouldn’t mind popping out and speaking to the 5000 fans and encourage them to continue supporting the charity in the future.

Did I mind stepping out in front of 5000 people who were impatient for the main event to start, and without any preparation? Well, yes I did mind, or at least it made me break out into a sweat, but I did it anyway. And I’m glad I did.

Humans are social creatures. Many of us do not enjoy being the focus of attention. We like to melt into the crowd. We like to be the same rather than different.


Lack of motivation and disillusionment 

Before I started my cancer journey, I was rarely motivated to do anything. I would be happy to blame others for my shortcomings but unwilling to do anything about them.

I felt that I didn’t have the help that I needed from some of my teachers. ‘No-one has told me how to revise’ was one of my favourite comments. It was true – no-one had – but I did nothing to find out for myself. I was disillusioned with the whole academic process because I didn’t know what job I wanted and I couldn’t see how many of my classes were going to help me in the future.

Motivation is a very important issue and an integral part of achieving your personal best. It is covered in more depth in Chapter 4.




HIDDEN DEPTHS 

The truth is that we are all capable of much more than we believe we are. This is true both physically and mentally. It’s like the story of the mother lifting a vehicle to free her child.  Absurd though it sounds, such tales are not as crazy as they might seem.

Results obtained from individuals under hypnosis suggest that such prodigious feats of strength may be possible by many people. In one case, the average strength of the grip of three men increased by 40% from 101lb to 142lb when they were hypnotized.4

Hypnosis has also been used as an analgesic aid in surgical operations. In the 19th century John Elliotson, Professor of Practical Medicine at University College, London, practised surgery using hypnotism as a substitute for anaesthesia. It was also used during the Second World War when conventional anaesthesia wasn’t available, and it is even used today by some surgeons.

A friend of mine, Dave Thomas, is a great example of someone unlocking hidden powers. Dave was working as a fireman when he had a ‘eureka moment’. He saw a programme about memorizing packs of cards. Something clicked and he decided to get the book, the video and whatever else he could lay his hands on.

Within two weeks, he could memorize a pack of cards. Within three months, he could memorize 1000 digits. In 1998, Dave, who was never that great at school – he was expelled – did something that would have astounded his teachers.

‘May I have a large container of coffee right now?’ is a mnemonic for the first few digits of Pi – the figure that represents the ratio of the circumference to the diameter of a circle. The number of letters in each word is the same as a digit of Pi. Pi starts 3.1415926535897932384626433832795 and goes on and on … and on. In September 2002, Professor Yasumasa Kanada at the  University of Tokyo, with the help of a Hitachi supercomputer, calculated the value of Pi to 1,240 billion decimal places.

In 1998, Dave broke a record that had stood in the Guinness Book of Records for 18 years.

The list of people who have memorized Pi is a long one. The list of those who have memorized over 1000 digits is somewhat shorter – 80 or so. The list of those who have memorized over 20,000 contains just six names – and Dave Thomas is one of them.

In 1998, Dave recited 22,500 digits of Pi. He didn’t do it the easy way, either – if there is one. On his first attempt, he got to 18,000 digits and then got one wrong. I don’t know how you would have reacted, but I know how I would have. And it wouldn’t have been to do what Dave did – start again. Dave eventually broke the record and is ranked fifth in the all-time world ranking.

So Dave turned out to be a supreme mental athlete. The analogy he likes to use is that it is a bit like running a marathon. Most of us could run a marathon. Dave’s 18 stone but he could run a marathon, given enough time, training, practice and nutrition. But not everybody, and definitely not Dave, is going to do it in 2 hours and 30 minutes. No. Dave is the 2 hours 30 minutes in memory.

So Dave discovered he was capable of much more than he ever imagined and, as he often reminds me, most of us only use a tiny fraction – less than 10% – of our brain. Which means we are all capable of much more.

The truth is that most of us don’t realize what we are truly capable of. Not unless we are lucky enough to stumble across something that helps unlock our talents; or we are forced into a situation where we have to find out. Had it not been for cancer, I would probably never have discovered how good a swimmer I could be.


Waving not drowning 

The day after I had my stitches removed, I was off to the local swimming pool.

In my early teens I was a good swimmer, swimming for my school, local team and county. I loved competing, but never took training that seriously. By the time I reached the important exams at school, I had all but given it up. But then came the cancer, the chemo and the amputation. Everything changed. Suddenly I had a strong desire to get back to the pool. To get back to something that I knew I could do, despite only having one leg. If I was good enough to race for my county (but too lazy to be any better), I figured having one leg wouldn’t prevent me from swimming reasonably well.

Arriving at the pool I gently slid into the water, holding my stump high, paranoid about hitting it on the bottom. The water was soothing. It felt odd to begin with, unbalanced, but I concentrated on using my arms rather than my legs, and gradually it began to feel very natural. The most natural thing I had done for a long while.

I had no idea how my life was going to change, but I was sure I was going to be able to swim. And this time it was going to be different. I wanted to be the best I could be at swimming. Average wasn’t good enough any more.

In the break between my fifth and sixth chemotherapy course, my Dad took me to the local swimming pool to watch my school swimming team compete in a gala. I got my first swimming badge in the same pool when I was four years old. Now it didn’t feel so big and intimidating. By this time I’d been swimming a few times since the amputation and always at this pool. It was almost a home away from home.

But that day I wasn’t swimming, so instead of going through the changing rooms onto the poolside to race with  the others, Dad and I made our way upstairs to the spectators’ gallery.

I loved everything about going to the pool: the smell of the chlorine, the sound of the water, the noise from the spectators. Sitting in the gallery and watching the swimmers warm up was strange, though. I wanted to be in the water.

Mr Lucas, the teacher in charge of swimming, waved to me and came over. Dad and I went to the front of the gallery to lean over and talk to him.

‘Hello Marc,’ he said. ‘How are you?’

‘Good, thanks – but I’d rather be swimming than watching.’

Dad was under strict instructions from Mum not to let me swim. She was worried I was getting run down and that swimming would just make matters worse. The last chemotherapy course had been delayed because my white blood count was too low. And I only had three more days to go before my final chemotherapy session.

‘You can if you want to,’ said Mr Lucas.

Mr Lucas looked at Dad. Dad looked at me.

‘Well, it’s up to you.’

‘Great! Let’s go!’

I left my leg and my clothes with dad and made my way onto the poolside using my crutches. I chatted with friends and watched the other races. Just being there, alongside the rest of the school team, was exciting. As the competition heated up, so did my nerves. There was a good crowd, 300 spectators, plus 150 swimmers. With everyone packed into the building, the atmosphere was electric.

Then it was time for my race – the 100m backstroke over three lengths of the pool. Mr Lucas walked to the start with me and left me sitting on the chair at the end of my lane.

As I hopped a couple of times to the edge of the pool, there was a sudden silence. Plenty of people knew I had been unwell; some did a double take when they spotted me earlier in the evening and saw how thin I was and how ill I looked. As I jumped into the water in my ill-fitting borrowed goggles and trunks, and my newly acquired stump, everyone was staring at me.

I put my right foot on the wall, gripped the starting block with my hands and balanced myself with my left knee on the wall. Up until then, any exercise I had done over the previous few months had been recreational and remedial. Now I was taking a big risk. Right there in front of all those people. Although I’d decided that I wanted to become a great swimmer, rather than a mediocre one, I had no idea whether I was capable of competing-I just had a foolish hunch that things might turn out OK. On top of it all, I risked making myself ill. Maybe even too ill to take my chemo in three days’ time.

Before I had time to think about whether it was the best thing to do, the starter said: ‘Take your marks’ and fired his gun. After years of practice, my response to the gun was involuntary. Given the circumstances, my start was surprisingly good. I was just in the lead. And then we came to the turn.

I had no idea whether I could still turn properly with one leg. More to the point, I was worried about banging my stump against the side. I knew how painful that would be. So when it came to the first turn I took it very carefully, almost in slow motion.

By the time I was back into my stroke, I could see other swimmers had caught me. The next turn had to be a lot smoother and a lot faster. I put the fear to the back of my mind and whipped round as fast as I could. No pain. When I came up, I was ahead. From there to the finish, I just pushed as hard as I could and hoped.

I touched the wall and quickly glanced both ways. As the water emptied out of my ears, I heard everyone cheering. Mr Lucas was jumping up and down with my crutches in his hand. I had won my first race back. It felt great.




WHAT DOES IT TAKE? 

Is it possible to be exceptional at everything? Of course it isn’t. Not even Leonardo da Vinci was brilliant at everything – although he came close – but it is possible to aim to be exceptional all of the time, to try to be the best you can be.

Through experience, and talking to other people who are the best in their field, I have discovered there are a number of steps you should take on the way to being the best you can be:• sweat the small stuff;
• are you sitting comfortably?;
• making sacrifices;
• set your own standards;
• mental strength and determination;
• set yourself specific goals; and
• avoid being distracted by apathetic people.




Sweat the small stuff 

The simplest thing to do is to focus on the small things. If you can get all the small things right, then the overall result is excellence. There is a common phrase ‘don’t sweat the small stuff’ but in this instance it is the aiming to get the small stuff right that leads to the overall goal being a success.5

Gary Player once said: ‘The harder I practise, the luckier I get.’ What he meant was the more he practised, the less luck came into it. He was very good at getting the small things right and aiming to be exceptional.

As my swimming career progressed and evolved, I began to focus more on the 100m freestyle and less on the distance events. To be a valuable part of the relay team, I had to become a better sprinter. I could have shrugged my shoulders and said ‘I am what I am’ and ‘You can’t teach an old dog new tricks’. But instead, I deconstructed my technique and rebuilt it. I spent months altering the pitch of my hand at the front of my stroke by little more than a couple of degrees. Tiny difference, big results.


Are you sitting comfortably? 

A big step along the way is to make the conscious decision to push your own personal boundaries. Anybody who is successful has stepped out of their safety zone into a place where they aren’t entirely comfortable.

In terms of your own aspirations, take some time to think about those aspects that you are comfortable with and those you are unsure of. This uncertainty indicates where the fringes of your comfort zones are. For example, a salesperson may aspire to progress within the structure of their business from their current position as a sales representative to a manager of a sales team and then on to become a sales director. Confident with their general communication skills, the thought of presenting to the entire business at the company conference might well be outside of their comfort zone and fill them with dread.

Once the boundaries have been acknowledged it is possible to start doing something about pushing them and stepping outside of them – even removing them altogether.

PUSHING THE BOUNDARIES

Starting a business in the music industry, I got funding and advice from the Prince’s Youth Business Trust and was given an estimated three to twelve months as a lifespan of the business. Against these odds and completely scared of failure, I had the determination and tenacity to continue.

Kumar Kamalagharan

MD of Fruit Pie Music




Personal sacrifice 

I’m not suggesting that being exceptional is easy, even for those lucky enough to be blessed with incredible natural ability. What the smiling faces on the podium don’t reveal is the sacrifice that has helped them get there.

Here is an example of my training schedule from January 2000 as I prepared to go to the Sydney Paralympics.

[image: 002]

[image: 003]

[image: 004]

For me, training was one of the toughest aspects of being the best. I had to train, but to train the way I did meant personal sacrifice. Sometimes it was hard on my family; it was certainly hard on my girlfriends. It’s rarely possible to give 100% without making some sacrifices, whether it is time away from the family because of work or giving up something  you enjoy doing to focus on the task in hand. There will inevitably be personal sacrifice. Only you will know, in each instance, if it is a sacrifice you are prepared to make.

PERSONAL SACRIFICE

Many successful people make sacrifices to achieve greater success. You need to evaluate the importance of these sacrifices against your set goals and be clear about who is making the sacrifice. After a successful spell building the Disney brand in Europe, I had an opportunity to work in Los Angeles – but this would have meant relocating to California at a time when my family had become established and settled in the UK. Although it was a fantastic business opportunity, it was not, on balance, a sacrifice I was prepared to make, as I believed my family – and not I – would have suffered most.

Etienne de Villiers

Chairman of the ATP




Set your own standards 

If you don’t think you are up to the challenge, take some comfort from the example of Tiger Woods. Even if you are not a fan of golf, you have probably heard of him. He is possibly the greatest player ever to pick up a golf club.

In 1999, aged 23, Woods won a record £4 million on the Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) tour. Out of 21 PGA tournament starts, he won eight and finished in the top ten 16 times. He was a member of the US team that fought  back on the final day to beat Europe and reclaim the Ryder Cup.

The following year, he won both the US and British Open championships. In 2001, he won five PGA tournaments, becoming PGA Player of the Year for the third consecutive year. Even more impressively, he won the Masters tournament in the same year and became the first golfer in history to be reigning champion while holding all four major tournaments simultaneously: the Masters, the US Open, the British Open and the PGA. In 2003 he won the US Masters again.

After this kind of success, most people would think all they had to do was more of the same, and more trophies would inevitably follow. Not Woods. He split with his coach. He then set about reassessing his whole game. He tried different clubs, different golf balls, altered his swing and got a new coach.

Why? Because although he was an excellent golfer already, he felt he could be better. He strives constantly to be the best player he can. And so he sacrificed two years of his golfing career, and life, to improve his game even more.

Woods explained the way he went about improving his game to the Los Angeles Daily News: ‘I had a bunch of things I needed to work on and try to solidify. Each and every day was a task to try to figure out what I needed to work on that particular day. But as the year progressed, the checklist got shorter and shorter. And consequently, results started improving.’

If Woods had been focusing on what everyone else was doing, would he have done that? It’s unlikely. Woods sets his own standards. So can you. It is crucial to measure yourself against your own potential – not against the limitations of others.


Mental strength and determination 

Aiming to be exceptional all of the time is going to be very difficult. Part of the challenge will be to stay determined and motivated.

John Landy, as you now know, was the second man to break the four-minute mile. Perhaps he is best remembered, though, for his role in the 1500m final at the 1956 Olympic Games in Melbourne. Landy and fellow Australian Ron Clarke were leading with two laps to go when Clarke caught the heel of another runner moving through to the lead and fell. Landy and the rest of the field leapt over Clarke, but Landy then turned back to help him to his feet. Incredibly, Landy then continued to run and made up what was a huge deficit to claim the bronze medal.

Over the years of striving and struggling to be the best I can be, my will power and determination can be distilled into one sentence:

‘Am I being true to myself?’

If I can answer that with a yes, then I know I am on the right track.


Set yourself specific goals 

Motivation is nothing without a goal. Once you have decided that you are going to try and be exceptional, select some specific targets. To begin with, you should select goals that are not too challenging. In business they call this picking the low-hanging fruit, or going for the easy wins. If you succeed early on, it will inspire you with confidence.

A year before the trials for the Barcelona Paralympics, I looked ahead at what I wanted to achieve in 1992. My goals were to get a good result in my degree and a medal at the  Barcelona Games, but there was a potential problem. I knew I would have to study for my finals, complete my dissertation and qualify for Barcelona all within a few stress-filled weeks.

I broke my goals down into achievable sections. Every day, I would aim for a balance between academic study and training. To try and reduce the pressure on myself, I obtained a full list of all my academic obligations for that year and I began to plan my work. In October, I started on assignments that weren’t due until the following May and so I continued, working through the list in reverse order. Occasionally I would go to the top of the list to do some impending items. By February, I met myself in the middle – I had completed all of my work for the year, much to the disgust of some of my peers. But critically, it meant that my time was then freed up just when I needed to focus on qualifying for Barcelona. And I justified the planning and the hard work by achieving both my goals.




TAKE YOUR MARKS 

As we come to the end of this chapter, let me ask you a question: If you were the best in the world at your chosen career, would you think about deconstructing what you do and rebuild your game if you thought it would help you improve? Hopefully, the answer is yes. Sure, constantly striving to be excellent is a challenge – but the rewards really are worth it.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_001_r1.jpg
Personal Best

10 lessons to help
you achieve your true
potential

Marc Woods

@

CAPSTONE





OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_004_r1.gif
430~ Swimming Emphasis

6.30pm session

Warm up

Anaerobic
threshold kick

Skills

Powerispecd

Recovery

Swim down

Total distance
svum

Total distance:
swum i day.

Power rack.
ATPICP - sprint work
Cord assistesist

Anacrobie treshold kik sct

100m frossile

24x30m freestyle

(6 steady swim, 6 build with race

finish, 6 with a blind tum, 6 rce

sart)

200m 30 seconds rest

2X100m 20 o et }x >

50 15 seconds rest

1625 15 seconds rest -

technique work

10 15m attached o 20kg.

on the powerrack

100m casy frecstyle

225m sprintand 25m casy

2450 cord work

Soomony reaste P2

200 pull negative spit }
2

450 pull hypovic
breathir
200m casy freestyle

5700m

12,100m





OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_002_r1.gif
440am

500-
5.30am
‘Abdominal exercises.
530~ Swimming Emphasis  Step test, anaerobic threshold set

7.30am session ‘Swim down protocol





OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_002_tab.gif
Approximate

Food weight Household measure

Bread, large loaf medium 100 3shices

sticed

Bread, large loaf thick siced 100 2 lices

Fruitscone 100 2 scones

Maltloaf 100 2slices

Bananas 4008 2large

Raisinslsultanas 708 3 heaped
ablespoons

Driedapriots 1250 1520 apricots

Nuirigrain bars o5 2bars

Cereal bars 2-3-go forlowest
.

Swissroll 902 3slices

Fig rolls 708 45 biscuits

Jata Cakes o0 6 biscuits

Gingernuts 802 8 bisuits

Plain digestives 758 5 biscuits

Ieed Gems o0 2bags

Boiled sweets o0

Liquorice Allsorts 758

Fruit Pastlles 802 2tbes

Sports drink contining 6 850ml
CHO per 100ml






OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_003_r1.gif
1230 Gym
200pm workout

400 Pre-pool
4.30pm session

Race
wam-up

Steptest

Anacrobic
threshold s
Swim down
protocol

o

Total
distance

Emphasis

Basic gym
work

Medicine ball

Emphasis

A400m recstyle
200m backstroke

200m freestyle

300m Kick descending each 100m
300m freestyle

200m freestyle at step 3 pac
200m freestyle at step | pac
200m easy freastyle

7200m descending to maximum
eflort

Measuring heart rate, stroke count,
blood lactate and perceived ate of
exertion each 200m.

16X 100m on | minute 40 seconds

200m easy, 400m @ 40 BBM
4x100m @ 50 BBM with bursts
of srong kickis
200 @40 BBM, 2x100 @ 50 BBM

6400m

Strength
Power

1 warm-up set, then 3x8 for each
of the following:

Tt pull downs, squats, pull up
bench press, shoulder press cleans,
staight amn pull downs, triceps
extensions, bicep curls.

310 for each of the following:
situp and throw, standing slams,
standing throw, overhead throw

Core control exercises
Injury prevention — shoulder
stability exercis






OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_005_r1.gif
TRUST, COMMUNICATION
'AND DEVELOPHENT






OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Personal Best

10 lessons to help
you achieve your true
potential

Marc Woods

e





OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_oeb_001_tab.gif
Alanta 1996
medley relay

Braunschweig
1999 freestyle
relay

Sydney 2000
Treastyle relay

Athens 2004
freastyle relay

‘Shaun Uren
Iain Matthews

Gles Long.

Matt Walker

David Roberts

Matt Walker

David Roberts

Jody Cundy

Matt Walker
Graham Edmonds
David Roberts

Robert Welbom

Backstroke specialist
Gold medallst n the 100m breast
strokeat the 1992 Barcelona
Paralympics

Gold medallstn the 100m
butterfly at the Atlanta and.
Sydney Paralympics

Bronze medallist in the same
eventin Athens

Sydney and Athens Paralympian
6 Paralympic medals

‘Sydney and Athens Paralympian
7 Paralympic gold medals
Buterfly specialist

100m butterfly gold medallist
Alanta and Sydney Paralympics
Bronze medallist in Athens
Sydney and Athens Paralympian
6 Paralympic medals

Sydney and Athens Paralympian
7 Paralympic gold medals
Buterfly specialist

100m butterfly gold medallist
Aianta and Sydney Paralympics
Bronze medallistin Athens

‘Sydney and Athens Paralympian
6 Paralympic medals

Sprint specialistand gold
‘medallstin Athens

Sydney and Athens Paralympian
7 Paralympic gold medals

Made his debut at the Athens.
Paralympics, winning a gold and
asilver medal






OEBPS/wood_9780857081957_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





