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Every day, adults of all

ages suit up for coached
workouts in swimming
pools across America.
United States Masters
Swimming offers compe-
tition, exercise, and,

maybe even romance.

Water World

n a frigid November evening, Marc Per-

shan, a thirty-seven-year-old money

manager and father of three, stands on

the edge of the pool at Evanston Town-
ship High School in Evanston, Illinois, and stretch-
es his muscular quadriceps. The humid air is thick
with the aroma of chlorine; the Sixties hit “Stand
By Me” blares from the radio in the corner, near
the stack of kickboards; and two digital clocks
blink the passing seconds and minutes in neon
red. As David Ackermann, head coach of the
Evanston Masters Swim Team, confers with four
assistant coaches, fifty men and women — all in
black-and-red Lycra suits that feature the team’s catfish logo — file out
of the locker room.

“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go,” Ackermann calls, clapping his hands.
Dutifully, they adjust the straps on their goggles, stuff their hair under
bathing caps, and jump into the pool. “Five-hundred easy warm-up.
Let’s g-0-0-0-0-0.”

On cue, the trim, five-feet-seven-inch Pershan lowers himself into
the water. With his smooth freestyle stroke,.rhythmic breathing, and
powerful flip turn, Pershan makes swimming twenty laps look easy.
To watch him, you’d never guess that three years ago, Pershan could
barely get from one end of the pool to the other, let alone swim two
miles during the ninety-minute practice. “I did my own version of
freestyle, and let me tell you, it was ugly,” he says, laughing. “My
stroke was short, my body was vertical, not horizontal, and 1 had no
kick. After my first practice, a guy in his seventies took me aside and

said, ‘Don’t worry, kid. You’ll be fine’ I was so out of breath I could barely say,

‘Thanks.”

Today, Pershan is in his fourth season with the Evanston Wild Catfish, the largest
masters team in Illinois (more than 100 swimmers strong) and state champions for the
past fourteen years. He’s learned all four strokes — freestyle, back, breast, and butterfly.
He’s competed in about ten meets, dropping his time in the 100-yard freestyle by near-
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ly thirty seconds. And he has even traded roomy trunks for an itsy-bitsy, skin-tight
Speedo. “At first, it’s a little uncomfortable to be

half-naked in front of strangers and finish last in By Cynth ia Ha nson



Water World

a _race,” admits Pershan, who trains
three days a week with the team and
one by himself. “But if you give mas-
ters swimming a chance, the benefits
of getting in shape, setting goals, and
making new friends far outweigh the
initial embarrassment.”

Every day, before dawn and after
dark, adults of all ages are suiting up

for coached workouts in pools across
America. They’re Gen Xers, baby
boomers, and senior citizens. They're
doctors and dentists, lawyers and
librarians, consultants and cops.
They’re beginners who want to learn a
new sport, lap swimmers eager for
more intense workouts, or triathletes
determined to improve their weakest
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event. Some folks who were on teams
in high school and college want to re-
turn to competition. Then there are
former Olympians, who simply can’t
get the water out of their systems.

Since 1981, membership in United
States Masters Swimming (USMS)
has nearly tripled, from 11,000 to
32,000, and today, there are 450 mas-
ters clubs nationwide. Teams train in
all manner of facilities — tony health
clubs, city pools, private swim clubs
— and in all fifty states (though Cali-
fornia leads with more than 10,000
masters swimmers).

Not bad for a group that started on
a lark in 1972, the year Mark Spitz
won seven gold medals in Munich and
turned the national spotlight on swim-
ming. Inspired by a “masters meet”
that had just-taken place in Amarillo,
Texas, three New Englanders invited
their old swimming pals to a competi-
tion in Wilton, Connecticut. “I hadn’t
competed in more than thirty years,”
recalls organizer Dorothy Donnelly,
seventy-five, and a member of the
1940 Olympic team. (The Helsinki
Games were canceled because of
World War II.) “But I swam for fun,
so 1 knew I could make two lengths
of the pool.”

Still, Donnelly never expected sixty
swimmers — many of them middle-
aged professionals who’d been among
the country’s best — to attend. “People
kept saying, ‘Why don’t we do this
more often?’” says Donnelly, retired
executive secretary of USMS. “After
our meet, teams sprouted up in
Boston, New York, and other North-
east cities.” Meanwhile, teams also
were organizing in Florida and Cali-
fornia, and in 1972, the Amateur Ath-
letic Union hosted the first national
masters championships. Nine years
later, USMS formed its own corpora-
tion, becoming the official governing
body for masters swimming.



From the start, USMS welcomed
swimmers of all levels. Anyone over
age nineteen can join, for $30 annual
dues to USMS and the cost of pool
time, which, depending on the facili-
Ly, averages about $450 per year. But
coaches agree that beginners should be
able to swim at least two lengths with-
out collapsing. “It doesn’t matter what
your stroke looks like or how you
breathe,” says Judy Bonning, forty-
four, coach of Coral Springs Masters
Swimming in Coral Springs, Florida,
and president of the Masters Coaches
Association. “Beginners usually need
a few private lessons to gain basic
skills and build their confidence. Then,
they’re ready for gentle workouts.”

“The only difference between the
best swimmer and worst swimmer is
technique,” adds Gerry Rodrigues, thir-
ty-three, head coach of UCLA Masters
and co-publisher of Swim, the official

magazine of USMS. “Swimming is a
finesse sport. If you perfect the tech-
nique, you'll swim faster.”

On masters teams, though, swim-
mers go at their own pace. Swimmers
are assigned to lanes based on their
speed; the distance they swim and the
intensity of the drills also vary accord-
ing to ability. For neophytes, being
“promoted” into a faster lane is a huge
achievement. Just ask Bob Giering, a
forty-four-year-old dentist and member
of Elmhurst Masters in suburban
Chicago. In 1993, Giering’s inefficient,
stiff-armed freestyle landed him in the
lane next to the wall. Now, he’s ad-
vanced to the “middle of the pool,”
where, three mornings a week, he
swims the same grueling, three-mile
workout as the elite swimmers (though
eleven minutes slower). “The great
thing about masters swimming is that
they don’t care how bad you are when

you start,” says Giering, who joined to
feel comfortable swimming with his
sons and to improve his performance
in triathlons. “Coaches can make the
worst swimmer feel like the best swim-
mer because they’re willing to help
that individual reach his potential.”
That means teaching swimmers
how to do the four strokes and flip
turns, dive off the blocks, and breathe
without lifting their heads out of the
water. Coaches sprint up and down
the deck, correcting mistakes at the
end of a set and offering encourage-
ment. But swimmers also enjoy learn-
ing from experienced teammates. At
UCLA Masters, swimmers have the
luxury of training alongside Spitz,
now forty-six, who doubles as their
assistant coach. Evanston Masters
doesn’t have any sports legends, but
two members are Oly.fmpians — sixty-
year-old Dick Hanley, who won two
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medals for backstroke in Sydney and
is the defending world masters cham-
pion in three backstroke events; and
John Fitzgerald, forty-eight, winner of
seven medals in the modern pen-
tathlon. “If you're in a men’s basket-
ball league, you don’t practice with
Michael Jordan and Dennis Rodman,”
Pershan says. “But masters swimmers
train with the most talented people in
the sport. I'm improving, in part, be-
cause I'm watching other people.”
Ask coaches to describe the appeal
of masters swimming, and they
immediately emphasize the relaxed
atmosphere and social benefits. How
swimmers attend as many (or as few)
workouts as they choose. How they
can sit out a set (or two) if they're
winded. How they go out for break-
fast after practice and throw holiday
parties, summer picnics, and baby
showers. How swimming can lead to
romance. (Bonning met her husband
at the World Masters Championship in
Brisbane, Australia, in 1988, and three
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‘meetis open to all registered Masters swimmers. -

married couples on Evanston Masters
met through the team.)

In the interest of attracting fitness
swimmers, coaches go to great lengths
to downplay competition. “We're
swimming to reduce stress in our lives,
not add to it. Many swimmers have
family and work commitments on the
weekends, so they don’t have time for
meets,” says Maureen “Mo” Chambers,
thirty-eight, who coaches 375 masters
swimmers on two San Francisco Bay- :
area teams, Mountain View and West-
ern Athletic Club. “You can set other
goals, like doing your personal best in
practice or learning a new stroke.”

But the numbers speak for them-
selves. In the Chicago area, there are
thirteen meets per winter season —
and one state meet that attracts 400
competitors from across Illinois. Meets
are organized by age groups of five-
year increments (nineteen to twenty-
four, twenty-five to twenty-nine,
thirty-five to thirty-nine, etc. to ninety-
five and older); there are individual
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compete in seventeen individual events by gender and age

iz ": oo Tﬁe'i-neet,.whitih‘takes place each day from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. at the
YMCA Aquatic Center, 8422 International Drive, is open to spectators.

(603) 537-0203.
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events, plus freestyle and medley re-
lays. For elite swimmers, there are two
national masters championships — the
short-course in May and long-course
in August — which draw about 3,000
competitors.

“Twenty years ago, anybody could
make the national top ten in their age
group,” recalls Bonning, who encour-
ages swimmers to attend meets in
South Florida but, like Chambers and
Rodrigues, doesn’t make it a condition
for membership. “Now, [the caliber of
swimmers] has increased. You almost
have to be an ex-Olympian to do well
at nationals.”

To Ackermann, of Evanston Mas-
ters, competition is the cornerstone of
his team’s swimming. He requires his
swimmers to compete in four local
meets per year. He even distributes a
fifty-page “new members manual” that
covers everything from team rules
(Speedos are de rigueur) to the impor-
tance of strength training (to improve
endurance). “Look, this isn’t open-lap
swim at the Y or adult swim at the
spa,” says Ackermann, thirty-one. “If
you don’t want to compete, why join
Evanston masters and pay the fee?
Competing is part of our fun. It's a

"bonding experience. My strategy must

be .working because the team is
growing.”

Competition is exactly what
prompted Cynthia Jones, a forty-six-
year-old Chicago systems analyst, to
become a founding member of
Evanston Masters. In 1981, the aquatic
director at her local YWCA urged
Jones, a faithful lap swimmer, to join
the fledgling team because she was
“too fast” for the Y’s fastest lane. “I'd
competed as a kid, so she thought I'd
enjoy structured workouts and the
challenge of meets,” explains Jones,
who won the fifty-yard freestyle at the
1995 nationals. “But I train with more
intensity now to achieve my goals.”



Not only is Jones driven to stay trim
(she’s a svelte 113 pounds), but she
also is driven to win. “I push myself to
do my personal best,” admits Jones,
currently training for the upcoming
nationals in Federal Way, Washington.
“The clock doesn’t lie. You're either
prepared, or you’'re not. And it’s a
tremendous sense of accomplishment
to do well.”

Sheila Stranc knows something
about accomplishment. She joined
Evanston Masters in 1995 for fitness
and camaraderie, but in the end, she’s
come to value the competition. “I swam
laps, but I wasn’t getting a good work-
out alone,” says Stranc, a forty-three-
year-old nurse. “I reached the point
where 1 needed the social aspect of a
team to get me in the pool and a pro-
fessional coach to give me a better
workout.” Under Ackermann’s tutelage,
Stranc made new friends, increased sta-
mina, and more. “For my first meet, my
goal was to finish the race without be-
ing disqualified,” recalls Stranc, who
swims freestyle and breast. “I thought I
wouldn’t make it, so I wouldn’t even
let my husband or daughters watch.
But I did okay. Now, I feel really good
about having competed. It's something
I did by myself — and something I
wish I'd started sooner.”

And what of Marc Pershan? He’s
happily addicted to swimming. For the
way it reduces stress, tones his mus-
cles, and infuses him with energy. For
the way it exhausts, but doesn’t pun-
ish his body, as running and cycling
do. And for the way it boosts his con-
fidence — a confidence that spills into
other facets of his life. “Considering
where I started,” Pershan says, “when
I finish a workout, I know I've accom-

plished something.” _é_

Cynthia Hanson is a contributing editor
at Chicago magazine. Her work also
appears in Ladies’ Home Journal and
Cosmopolitan.
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