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Disclaimer: This document represents an observational, N=1 case study based on personal training experiments and 

logs. This work is not a suggestion for anyone else to follow the same approaches or routines, nor is it an attempt to 

prove or disprove any specific athletic theories. The observations are shared with the intent of sparking scientific 

curiosity among athletic performance scientists, as they could serve as a starting point for crafting meaningful 

hypotheses to be tested using rigorous scientific practices. The views and conclusions expressed herein are solely 

those of the author and do not reflect the official position or endorsement of The Catholic University of America.   

 

 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this experiment was to evaluate the degradation of my performance in the 200-fly LCM race, following 

and 8-day period during which I did not swim, and after which I only swam short remedial sessions over three days 

to regain the “feel” for the water and the stroke rhythm.  The underlying motivation was twofold.  First, I suspected 

that I could still perform the stroke efficiently and complete the race based on neuromuscular memory and previously 

built endurance, and second, I saw the experiment as an opportunity to boost my mental confidence, by proving to 

myself that small glitches in my training program leading up the race were not catastrophic.  The end result was a 

relatively comfortable swim, approximately 15 seconds slower than my baseline, during which I did not experience 

any muscular or cardiovascular failure.  

 

 

Overview and motivation 

 

The 200-fly is generally believed to be one of 

the most grueling Olympic pool events, despite being 

relatively short.  While I personally think that most 

races can be exhausting and intimidating when 

performed at maximum effort, the 200-fly is unique in 

that the swimmer’s most significant fear, especially at 

the masters level and most especially in long course, 

is not whether the time will be respectable, but rather, 

whether it will be possible to complete the race with 

good form.  In my own swimming, the expression 

“being hit by the piano” applies to this race much more 

than to any other race, and this is the only race where 

I have ever wondered, with some anguish, whether I 

could really finish the last 50 meters without being 

disqualified due to stroke violations (I still have bad 

memories of the 2022 LCM National Championship, 

where last 50 meters degenerated into a 62-second 

survival exercise).  Masters swimmers, for whom 

“work and life get in the way of swimming,” can 

struggle to complete all their planned training when 

preparing for a race, and in my own case, not executing 

the training plan properly has significantly diminished 

my mental confidence in the past.  In a number of 

occasions, the associated panic has led me to overtrain 

before and after the training disruptions, as an attempt 

to compensate for the missed yardage.  The same panic 

has also ruined good family moments during vacations 

that didn’t take place near a lap pool, where I 

reluctantly resigned myself to what I perceived as 

“letting a good portion of my hard-earned performance 

go to waste.” 

 Recently, we took an 8-day family vacation 

that ended on the Wednesday before a Saturday LCM 

meet.  I had looked up public pools in the area and I 

had planned on doing enough swimming to prepare 

well.  Pondering my expectations for the race in light 

of the fact that my previous training cycle had not been 

aimed at the 200-fly, but rather at distance fly events 
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that take place once every summer (500-fly, 1000-fly 

and 1650-fly), and which I had just completed three 

days before the start of the vacation, I knew full well 

that I lacked the proper pace work and that I would 

thus not be able to come near my usual times in a 

shorter race.  Naturally, the pacing for a 1000-yard 

race is very different than for a 200-meter distance, 

and in fact, neither the stroke itself nor the tempo are 

comparable.  As a mixture of panic and resignation 

struck me, I realized I could instead use the 

opportunity to conduct an extreme experiment that 

could potentially boost my confidence in future races, 

whenever training irregularities were unavoidable.  I 

realized I had nothing to lose and decided to stay out 

of the water for the entire 8-day trip, and only do a few 

short runs and light weight training.  Deep down I was 

moderately confident that I had the necessary aerobic 

capacity and experience.  Even if everything failed, I 

knew I could still take breaks at the walls, as is not 

uncommon in masters swimming. 

 

Experiment 

 

 The experiment would consist primarily of 

staying out of the water for eight days of the vacation, 

including only relatively short runs and light to 

medium weight training, mostly for the upper body, 

followed by three days of becoming reaccustomed to 

the water and the stroke rhythm.  Almost immediately 

after the experiment began, it quickly lost structure 

and unintentionally became a worst-case sabotage of 

the race, as multiple unfavorable factors compounded: 

 

1. Key variables: I did not swim for eight days 

and replaced the pool work with four 15- to 

30-minute low-intensity runs. 

2. Reduced sleep from the get-go: The vacation 

started with an early flight, which required us 

to wake up at 3 am for a relatively long trip 

between Baltimore and Salt Lake City.  Upon 

arrival we met up with relatives, which did 

not allow me to recover much sleep that day.  

The return flight was a red-eye that left at 

11:00 pm, during which I got at most ninety 

minutes of sleep.   

3. Altitude stress: Being in Park City, Utah, at 

~7,000 feet of altitude, capped by two flights 

at 33,000 feet, I found it difficult to sleep and, 

as expected, I even found myself gasping for 

air for a couple of minutes at the beginning of 

any aerobic work, even brisk walks (let alone 

running).  Furthermore, it is well known that 

altitude stresses the body’s physiology (e.g., 

causing dehydration and a decrease in blood 

plasma volume), and when the exposure is 

short, it does not provide any significant 

benefits (i.e., 8 days are not enough to 

increase red-blood-cell count).  Finally, the 

first few days after returning to sea level, 

sometimes referred to as the “dead zone,” are 

not days during which athletic performance 

would be expected to peak. 

4. Unplanned hypoxic elevation efforts: My 

intended endurance protocol originally called 

for only low-intensity running.  Enticed by 

the beauty of the mountains, I took part in two 

3-hour hikes at brisk pace, which I was 

planning to complete with relatively low 

intensity. However, due to an unscientific 

surge of ego triggered by my brother and my 

18-year-old nephew near the 7,000-foot 

summit, the end of the second hike 

degenerated into an all-out, anaerobic 

footrace. This resulted in acute throat 

soreness and massive oxygen debt—clearly 

not the best preparation for a swimming race, 

even with 5-6 days of recovery left (not to 

mention that my nephew still got to the top at 

least two minutes before I did). 

5. Failure of gym-floor discipline: While my 

experimental design also dictated moderate 

dryland, the shiny, well-equipped nature of 

the gym that was available to me 

compromised my judgment. On two different 

days I found myself doing pullups with a 20-

pound plate strapped to my waist, as well as 

weighted squats (I had not done any weighted 

squats during the distance-fly training cycle).  

6. Mental fatigue: Before the start of the 

vacation, we had hosted relatives at home for 

three weeks, so by the end of the vacation, 

which was the fourth consecutive week of 

more-frequent-than-usual interactions, I was 

mentally tired.  

7. Abbreviated post-vacation re-acclimation 

protocol: Lacking sleep and energy, the 

return-to-the-water phase was restricted to a 

3-day microcycle (Wednesday, Thursday, 

and Friday), during which the total daily 

volume was capped at 700 yards. Calling this 

protocol 'remedial' is overly generous, since 

given the severity of the crisis, one could say 

that this was more a matter of triage to 

prevent a total collapse.   The routine for 

these days consisted of (i) 200-freestyle slow 

warm-up, (ii) 4 x 50, with each 50 consisting 

of 25 yards of single-arm fly followed by 25 

yards of slow backstroke, (iii) 2 x 50, with 

each 50 consisting of 25-fly + 25-freestyle, 

(iv) 2 x 50-fly, attempting to approach race 

pace and focusing on the turn, and (v) a final, 

slow 100 freestyle warm-down. The first of 
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those three days I felt clumsy and struggled 

with the rhythm, and even skipped kicks 

unintentionally or mistimed the breath and 

swallowed water during the 1-arm fly drills.  

During the last two 50s of the last day, the 

stroke did finally feel normal and each 50 was 

only 1-2 seconds slower than the normal pace 

work I would have done to prepare for the 

race. 

 

Results 

 

 On Saturday, I came to race day with 

somewhat heavy legs and mildly sore shoulders.  At 

the end of the warm-up the toes on my left foot were 

cramping and unwilling to relax.  I stretched them 

multiple times, and although there was some 

improvement, they still seemed to want to cramp at the 

smallest exertion.  The start of the meet was delayed 

by approximately 30 minutes, due to technical 

difficulties, so I had to keep moving to stay warm a bit 

longer than usual.  The 200-fly was the first race, and 

I had absolutely no expectations.  At the previous meet 

I had clocked 3:19, which I thought was a good 

baseline from which to measure my decline.   

 I don’t recall very much of what happened 

during the actual race, which is normal for me, as I 

generally race in “automatic” mode, letting the brain 

and the body do what they have been trained to do. 

However, I do remember starting out slow and 

controlled, and being able to do all the underwaters 

calmly, up to a couple of meters past the flags, without 

feeling that I was running out of air.  I simply wanted 

to complete the race properly, without pushing the 

time, and was able to finish comfortably in 3:34, 15 

seconds slower than my chosen baseline.  I would like 

to think that I could have gone 5-6 seconds faster, but 

I have to admit that I don’t have any objective data to 

make that claim, other than not seeing the “piano” 

eyeing me at any part of the race and feeling still quite 

calm at the end.  One of my friends, who watched me 

from the pool deck, said the stroke looked “normal,” 

but it seemed like I was not interested in going any 

faster.   

An hour and a half after the primary 200-fly 

experiment, I swam a secondary trial by completing 

the 400-IM.  My performance was slower than 

baseline here as well, as expected, but I didn’t face any 

unusual challenges during this race either. 

 

Concluding remarks and outlook 

 

 Despite the very obvious limitations in the 

methodology and analysis, the outcome of the above 

pseudoscientific experiment was very encouraging 

and left me with much greater mental confidence than 

I have ever had.  I am sure I’ll still tremble a bit before 

getting on the blocks to race this monster, but it is very 

helpful to know that completing the race is possible 

even under very adverse training circumstances.  

While 3-4 days out of the water seemed like a disaster 

a month ago, this worst-case-scenario experiment 

suggests that my body will not detrain significantly 

during that short time.  Here I should clarify that I am 

generally very disciplined and do not normally let my 

training plan get out of control, much less completely 

sabotage and abuse it as happened in this experiment.  

I am in fact very careful to avoid derailing my 

practices or even racing other swimmers in adjacent 

lanes when it is not part of the plan.  Overall, it seems 

that under normal conditions, a 3- to 4-day “dry” break 

should have a much more benign effect on my 

performance, compared to the current experiment.  In 

the future, I plan to handle such breaks with moderate 

dryland, much more calmly, which should do the trick, 

provided that I still have 2-3 days left to re-polish the 

stroke.  While I do not plan to relax my training 

discipline, this experiment has taught me that the true 

cost of my small training glitches in the past has been 

greater in terms of mental aspects than in terms of 

neurophysiological aspects, and that the real cost was 

primarily inflicted by the panic itself.  Besides being 

mentally draining and disrupting family dynamics, the 

panic and overthinking also very likely altered the 

course of the races, by reducing my focus and my 

ability to pace automatically, which may have led to 

unnecessary struggles in the final meters. 

 As much as I am an academic intrigued by the 

“scientific question” underlying this paper, I do not 

have the required infrastructure to conduct proper and 

meaningful scientific experimentation to address it.  

However, it seems to me that it could very well be the 

object of a worthwhile scientific project for athletic 

performance scientists.  In recent years we have seen 

new trends in swimming, such as ultra-short race-pace 

training (USRPT) and hybrid approaches that combine 

swimming with other training techniques in unique 

ways, such as Cameron McEvoy’s mix of heavy 

resistance training with relatively few short sprints in 

the pool, which suggests that performance in racing 

could perhaps be built in a variety of ways, utilizing a 

wider combination of training modalities. This line of 

thinking is neither new nor my own idea, but it is worth 

exploring in a more scientific manner, in which one 

could perhaps more formally decompose the race into 

a set of key performance indicators that are addressed 

separately (part of the time) through different modes 

of training, in the most ideal way, whether in the water 

or out of the water.  Ideally, an athlete would also 

validate and personalize these approaches in order to 

have a variety of proven options available to address 

specific training disruptions. This would be 
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particularly relevant to masters swimmers, who 

frequently struggle to balance family and career 

obligations with training, but may also be useful at 

other levels of swimming, including age-group and 

even Olympic levels.  Being convinced that the 

training has been sufficient and appropriate, even if it 

didn’t all take place in the pool, could significantly 

alter the outcome of a race.  To that effect, there seems 

to be value in formally incorporating the protocols that 

produce the desired results in research trials into 

standard training, such that they are rehearsed with 

some frequency, in preparation for the unavoidable 

training disruptions that are part of the life of a 

competitive athlete.
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swimmers, had her take classes and join a team. At first, I did not appreciate the extra driving and the long meets, but 

after a “parent relay” where I swam a 25-meter sprint, I got interested in adult competitions and joined U.S. Masters 

Swimming. For some odd reason, I could complete butterfly races with relative ease (although with a not-very-pretty 
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