Why I'm More Excited About the 400 Freestyle Than Ever Before
After more than 60 years of coaching swimming, I've stumbled onto something that has completely changed the way I think about longer events.
That may sound strange coming from someone who has spent a lifetime around the sport.
But that's exactly what's happening.
For decades, swimming has taught athletes and parents that getting faster in the 200 and 400 freestyle is mostly about fitness. More endurance. More conditioning. More yardage. More suffering.
Yet every week, I watch swimmers do things that simply don't fit that explanation.
I see swimmers complete sets such as 20 x 25 metres on :30 seconds, holding race-pace times over and over again.
Not gasping.
Not falling apart.
Not surviving.
They look smooth.
Relaxed.
Comfortable.
Strong.
When I take those pace times and project them into a 200 or 400 freestyle, the numbers often suggest performances that are 10, 15, sometimes even 20 seconds faster than their current best times.
So here's the obvious question:
If the swimmer can already demonstrate the speed in practice, why can't they demonstrate it in a race?
The answer may have very little to do with fitness.
Race Pace is a Skill
I have become increasingly convinced that swimming fast for a long time is a learned skill.
Just like a tennis serve.
Just like a golf swing.
Just like riding a bicycle.
The swimmer's body already possesses the ability.
The challenge is teaching the brain how to organize that ability over the course of a race.
This is where pace lights have become a game changer.
For most of swimming history, athletes had almost no feedback while they were swimming.
They guessed.
They estimated.
They relied on "feel."
Unfortunately, feel is often wrong.
Pace lights change everything.
The swimmer instantly knows whether they are exactly on pace, slightly ahead, or slightly behind.
The brain receives immediate information and begins learning how race pace actually feels.
Over time, something remarkable happens.
The swimmer discovers that true race pace often feels much easier than they expected.
Looking Easy is Not the Same as Swimming Easy
One of the biggest misconceptions in swimming is that fast swimming should look difficult.
Parents often expect to see straining, splashing, and obvious effort.
Yet many of the world's best swimmers look surprisingly relaxed.
What I'm seeing with pace-light training is that swimmers begin learning how to move efficiently at race speed.
Instead of trying harder, they begin moving better.
The unnecessary tension disappears.
The stroke becomes cleaner.
The rhythm improves.
The swimmer learns how to look easy while swimming significantly faster.
That isn't a fitness adaptation.
That's a neurological adaptation.
The brain is learning.
The Hidden Speed Most Swimmers Ignore
There is another piece of the puzzle that has become impossible for me to ignore.
Many swimmers I work with can travel underwater at nearly 2 metres per second.
Think about that for a moment.
For many swimmers, their underwater speed is faster than their surface swimming speed.
Yet when race day arrives, they often abandon this advantage.
They rush their turns.
They break out too early.
They lose momentum at every wall.
The fastest part of their race becomes the shortest part of their race.
That's why we've placed such a huge emphasis on Turn Urgency.
Turn Urgency teaches swimmers to attack walls rather than merely survive them.
Instead of seeing the wall as an interruption, they begin seeing it as an opportunity.
Every turn becomes a chance to gain speed.
Every underwater becomes a chance to preserve momentum.
Small Improvements Become Huge Improvements
The longer the event, the more powerful this becomes.
In a 50 freestyle, there is very little room for error correction.
In a 200 or 400 freestyle, there are multiple turns and multiple opportunities to make better decisions.
A little more speed into the wall.
A little faster rotation.
A little longer underwater.
A better breakout.
A better understanding of pace.
A calmer stroke.
Each improvement may seem small.
Together, they become enormous.
This is why I believe many swimmers are sitting on performances they haven't yet discovered.
Not because they aren't fit enough.
Not because they aren't working hard enough.
But because they haven't yet learned how to fully use the abilities they already possess.
A Different Future for Swimming
What excites me most is that we're only beginning to understand how powerful this type of learning can be.
For years, swimming has focused on building bigger engines.
What if the next breakthrough isn't a bigger engine?
What if it's teaching swimmers how to drive the engine they already have?
Every week, I watch athletes discover race speeds they never thought were possible.
Not because they suddenly became fitter.
Not because they suddenly became stronger.
But because they learned.
And after more than 60 years on deck, I can honestly say that may be the most exciting thing I've ever seen.
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