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Introduction 1 

In recent years, a growing corpus of sociological work has developed, drawing influence from 2 

existential phenomenology, and seeking to challenge taken-for-granted assumptions 3 

regarding the often underexplored, and ‘mundane’ elements of sporting experience. Pain is, 4 

all-too-often, one of those mundane elements of sports and ‘serious’ exercise participation. 5 

The ability to endure, ignore or play through pain is commonplace in many physical and 6 

sporting cultures (Allen-Collinson, 2017), including competitive swimming (McNarry, Allen-7 

Collinson, & Evans, 2020a, 2020b), distance running (Hockey & Allen-Collinson, 2016), 8 

triathlon (Bridel, 2010), and mountaineering (Allen-Collinson, Crust, & Swann, 2018), to give 9 

just some examples. Indeed, participants are often subjected to bodily pain that would not 10 

be acceptable or tolerated in other social situations (Bridel, 2010). Not only is pain tolerated, 11 

but certain types of pain have become normalised, even valorised, within certain physical 12 

cultures, so that an athlete’s ability to endure pain and hardship is celebrated and worn as a 13 

badge of honour.  Swimming is one such physical culture, and experiences of pain, along with 14 

other ‘intense embodiment’ (Allen-Collinson & Owton, 2015) experiences of training and 15 

competition, are core elements of participation. In this chapter, we focus more specifically on 16 

experiences of ‘positive pain’, drawing on data collected as part of a wider doctoral study 17 

conducted by Gareth. This ethnographic study employed a sociological-phenomenological 18 

theoretical approach to generate novel insights, and a richer and deeper understanding of 19 

the competitive swimming lifeworld, including how competitive swimmers must learn over 20 

time how to distinguish and interpret different types of pain. Furthermore, swimmers must 21 

develop specific coping strategies in order to make the pain ‘actively absent’, allowing them 22 

to ‘shut it out’ and continue to push their bodies to, and often beyond, their limits. 23 

 24 

The research 25 

Ethnographic data were collected by the lead author, Gareth, from a group of competitive 26 

swimmers based at an English university, via overt participant observation (approximately 27 

300 hours) and semi-structured interviews (12 male and 7 female swimmers) during three 28 

separate field ‘immersions’ spanning a full swimming season. During this time, Gareth 29 

adopted the role of a volunteer assistant, allowing him privileged access to this particular 30 

lifeworld. Fieldnotes were recorded on the OneNote iPhone application during each training 31 

session and subsequently written up as soon as possible afterwards. Semi-structured 32 
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interviews were conducted, seeking to understand themes of the lived everyday world from 33 

participants’ own perspectives. Swimmers were sampled for interview according to criteria 34 

that included being a member of a performance squad and having competed at a minimum 35 

of British Championship-level in the previous 12 months. These inclusion criteria covered all 36 

members of the existing performance squads, so opportunistic sampling was then used in 37 

order to select a variety of athletes covering specialisms in different swimming strokes and 38 

events.  39 

 40 

In total, 19 individual interviews (mean 75 minutes), spanning a range of experience from 41 

British Championship level through to athletes who had competed internationally at the 42 

World Championships and the Commonwealth Games, were conducted during field 43 

immersion one. Interviews were transcribed verbatim between immersion one and two. A 44 

follow-up interview was then held with each participant during immersion two, to seek 45 

clarification on points raised during the first interview. A final set of group interviews was 46 

then conducted during immersion three, allowing for further questions, critique, feedback 47 

and collaboration as part of the data collection process. Thematic data analysis revealed a 48 

raft of lived experiences, including the salience of pain, which would often accompany the 49 

swimmers’ day- to-day training routines. Discomfort and ‘good pain’ were portrayed by the 50 

swimmers as distinctive sensations that they came to understand as ‘positive’. The data 51 

represented in the following creative non-fiction (CNF) are taken from our article entitled 52 

‘“You always wanna be sore, because then you are seeing results”: Exploring positive pain in 53 

competitive swimming’ published in the Sociology of Sport Journal (McNarry, Allen-Collinson, 54 

& Evans, 2020b).  55 

 56 

Shaping the creative non-fiction 57 

The original representation employed within both the thesis and the journal article followed 58 

a presentational style commensurate with the phenomenologically-sensitive aims of the 59 

sociological doctoral project. In order to generate the creative non-fiction (CNF), and taking 60 

up Gareth’s idea for transforming the data, after discussion amongst all three authors, we 61 

decided to design the CNF to read like extracts from a competitive swimmer’s training week. 62 

This would chart four different training sessions that swimmers would typically experience in 63 

a week in the water. The swimmers studied would regularly complete between seven and 10 64 
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sessions in the pool per week, totalling on average between 30 and 70 kilometers of 65 

swimming per week, but on occasion some might even complete up to and beyond 100 km. 66 

Added to this would be three to five land-based sessions that could (and often did) include 67 

weight training, ‘Spin’ classes, Pilates or circuit training. Whilst Gareth was the primary 68 

instigator of our narrative, Adam and Jacquelyn contributed their own creative and analytic 69 

thoughts, and we all engaged in fascinating and enjoyable dialogue about the creative process 70 

as well as the narrative itself, as we added our own individual ‘shapings’ to the story, whilst 71 

seeking to remain ‘true’ to the voices of participants. The training week begins… 72 

 73 

 74 

A Week Like Most Others on the Swimming Pain Train 75 

 76 

Monday AM: The Weekly ‘Wake Up’  77 

Pre-Session 78 

SHIIIIIIT, is it really Monday morning again? The weekends go way too quickly. The after-79 

effects of last week’s cruel increase in training-load are still pulling in my shoulders. This shift 80 

from our general preparation work, where we were only doing 1 session a day at low 81 

intensities and volume, to now doing some pretty fast stuff, has left me achy. It’s sore just 82 

lying in bed this morning, and sitting down over the weekend was damn near impossible due 83 

to the tightness in my legs, back and shoulders. I felt like I’d gone 12 rounds with Mike Tyson 84 

in his prime, as opposed to just swimming up and down a pool. It’s a good ache, though: I’m 85 

getting fitter, stronger and my technique is also improving. Hell, though, I’m just glad that 86 

Monday morning is a ‘wake up’ session because I’ve got an inkling I’ll need something a bit 87 

softer and shorter to get me into the week. I lie, trying to wake up, eyes grainy, stubbornly 88 

shut. Then, biting the bullet, I crawl out of my warm bed into the cold darkness, fumbling 89 

around for clothes, choosing the warmest things I own, heading out to the pool through the 90 

dark, eerily quiet early-morning world.  91 

 92 

The session 93 

At the pool, I enter via the automatic doors into the deserted reception area, stopping to fill 94 

my drinks bottle in preparation for the session. Proceeding through the glass doors, 95 

emblazoned with the message that challenges us to follow in the footsteps of those swimmers 96 
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who have come before us, and it’s into the brightly-lit pool area housing our eight-lane 50m 97 

pool. It’s not really ours, but this is how we refer to it, as this is where we spend most of our 98 

time. The air is warm but not stifling and there is the customary, very familiar hint of chlorine 99 

in the air, so redolent of indoor swimming. To others less accustomed to the sensorium of the 100 

swimming pool, this odour might be overpowering; to me, the smell and smelling of chlorine 101 

is just second nature. Meandering my way to my usual changing spot, I’m pissed to see 102 

someone else’s stuff there. Their gear is quickly flung out of the way (as is usual practice) with 103 

an accompanying, proprietorial thought about which bell-end has put their stuff in my space! 104 

As I look around for culprits, I quickly glance up at the banners hanging at the end of the pool 105 

that depict some of the success stories that our programme has had on the international 106 

swimming stage, and wonder if my name will one-day be among them. This is familiar 107 

territory; a second home, a place where I belong. Right now, though, my mind and body are 108 

complaining about the ludicrously early hour, and I see I’m not the only one still feeling a bit 109 

groggy. As my team-mates and I greet each other with grunts or yawns, it makes me feel that 110 

bit better about myself, knowing that they too are having a ‘typical’ Monday. As I change, I 111 

remember that I need my skipping rope from the bottom of my bag and have to go digging 112 

for it. I hate skipping on a Monday morning. I know why we do it, but at 5:15 in the morning 113 

the last thing I really want to be doing is jumping up and down. 114 

 115 

I move to the end of the pool below the scoreboard where we begin our normal routine of 116 

skipping for 60 seconds and then stretching/mobilising various body parts for 60 seconds. 117 

Before we begin, there is an eerie air of stillness about the pool, with only the low hum of the 118 

pool itself creating any noise, as if it’s still in its overnight slumber, breathing heavily. This 119 

silence is suddenly punctured by the echoing call of the coach, Nick: ‘Right then, here we go, 120 

2, 1, skip’ and the whack, whack, whack, of skipping ropes slapping the tiles, as they are turned 121 

over and over and over. As I progress through this first 60 seconds, I can’t help but check in 122 

once again with my body. As I jump, my legs feel leaden, shoulder muscles are tight and rigid, 123 

and I think to myself how I would love to be back in bed, tucked up under the nice warm 124 

duvet. Starting to mobilise areas of stiffness is like trying to stretch blocks of granite as 125 

opposed to muscles. I just feel sore and heavy everywhere. My thoughts begin to turn to the 126 

potential train wreck of a session that is to come. I feel like I’m not even going to be able to 127 

pull my arm through the water, let alone swim. But as we gradually move through the pre-128 
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pool routine, I begin to wake up. Coach Tony comes over to deliver the news of the training 129 

session we have in store this morning; “Ok people, nothing major or too shocking this 130 

morning. I know last week was tough, but this is a new week and we go again, starting with 131 

some gold and varied-pace”.  Thank God, it’s fairly straightforward: speedwork (gold), 132 

followed by varied-pace aerobic work. Shouldn’t be too much trouble or too taxing on the 133 

body, reckons Tony. Just a way of ‘rebooting the system’. Not sure I agree with Tony, and I 134 

mumble something to the effect of ‘he obviously doesn’t know how ropey I feel’ to Frank next 135 

to me. I get a sarcastic ‘amen’ back. 136 

 137 

Getting ready to get into the water on a Monday morning is always a struggle. I just stare at 138 

the water, seeing that it is visibly cold, its dark blue icy complexion just staring back at me, 139 

almost laughing at me as it laps over the end of the pool trying to reach forward and touch 140 

my toes. Others have already entered the water and started swimming. Their entry and 141 

subsequent movement through the water seems to have awoken the pool from its slumber. 142 

This invasion evokes a low grumble of displeasure that these human bodies have disturbed 143 

the blue tranquillity. I can almost sense the water’s unease beginning to match mine as I 144 

prepare to dive in, anticipating the icy-water touch on skin, and the cold rushing throughout 145 

my body. But in I must get. So, it’s a deep breath and a gentle, encouraging nudge from a 146 

team-mate to start the process of falling forward, before I push with the legs and enter a brief 147 

state of weightlessness as my body arcs through the air in my dive, arms squeezed either side 148 

of my head, toes pointed, and then…SHOCK! 149 

 150 

As I connect with the water, I feel its cool embrace rush across my skin. I’m relieved that it’s 151 

not freezing; that would have been another real ball-ache to add to my already worrisome 152 

bodily feeling. With eyes closed initially from the shock, I begin some hard ‘dolphin’ kicking1 153 

underwater, willing my body to adjust to the cold. As I open my eyes, I’m dimly aware of other 154 

bubbling, clear-white arrow-streaks appearing around me as other swimmers dive into the 155 

water and arc through it beneath the surface. Their black goggled-eyes above air-enclosed 156 

faces as they exhale underwater, doubtless experiencing a similar shock to my own. But my 157 

 
1 Dolphin Kicking is an action often used by swimmers to travel underwater. The arms remain in a streamline 
position with the legs performing an simultaneous up and down action, like the tail of a dolphin. 
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attention is on myself. Arm pulls, kick turns to a freestyle kick, and I rise from the subaquatic 158 

world into the layer between air and water. As I begin to surface and get into the first part of 159 

the warm-up, my stroke seems short, my hands are slipping through the water rather than 160 

connecting with it and holding on. My shoulders are grinding like an old millstone crushing 161 

grain, but thankfully the deeper into the warm-up I go, the easier things start to become; 162 

looser, freer and closer to normal. But certainly not ‘there’ yet. That comes later. I hope it 163 

comes later! 164 

 165 

The first block of this morning’s ‘main set’ (not really a ‘main set’ in the traditional sense, as 166 

it’s Monday morning), has us going 24x50m repeats which we can do either butterfly or 167 

backstroke. I choose the backstroke option. I’m not sure my stiff and achy shoulders are ready 168 

for 1200m of butterfly, especially not on a Monday as I try to ease myself into the week.  As I 169 

finish the first set of holding stroke rate 50s2, I look across at my co-swimmers, Remy and 170 

Wade. Remy moans ‘oh God, my shoulders’ and Wade replies in a mumbled matching groan. 171 

We all blow out our cheeks, sigh and shake our heads in mutual (mock) despair. Between reps 172 

we are all rubbing our traps [trapezius muscles], massaging them out a little bit to loosen the 173 

painful knots that lurk right in their middle. But as soon as the clock gets back to our interval 174 

to go, it’s off the wall and back into it for the next rep. It’s automatic. Drop under the water, 175 

arm passes over-head, push hard, glide, KICK, breakout into the stroke and enjoy the light 176 

relief of the rest interval during the first few strokes before the numbness in the shoulders 177 

starts building again. 178 

 179 

 180 

Post-session 181 

With the session done and dusted and the first 5km of swimming over for the week, it’s out 182 

and off to the shower to stand under the hot water for a few minutes before I contemplate 183 

getting changed and heading off to the gym for the first lifting session of the week. I stand, 184 

head lowered, just breathing for a moment. I’m conscious I am still breathing at the same 185 

rhythm as I would in the pool, so automatic are my embodied rhythms, but the pause is 186 

 
2 50s refers to 50m swimming repeats, and stroke rate refers to the number of arm rotations that a swimmer 
takes per minute of swimming. 
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welcome. Not for long - the insistent, gnawing hunger pangs have begun. My thoughts are 187 

already turning towards getting home and gorging on breakfast. I’m always starving after our 188 

back-to-back swim/gym workout on a Monday morning. Thankfully I have no lectures today 189 

until 1pm, so I know I’ll be able to lift, get home, eat and then get back into bed and sleep 190 

until lunchtime. I just hope my housemates haven’t pilfered all the bread, cereal and milk 191 

before I get home! Perhaps I’ll pick up a spare loaf on the way home just in case, and park 192 

myself next to the toaster when I get in and just keep eating until I feel full. The record is 12 193 

slices of toast, I wonder how many I’ll get through today! 194 

 195 

Tuesday PM – Anaerobic Endurance 196 

Pre-session 197 

God, I hate Tuesdays! Morning training followed by a full day of lectures, so no nap and not 198 

enough food. Mental exhaustion assails me - from trying to concentrate for that long, as well 199 

as trying not to fall asleep. But it’s no rest for the wicked until tonight’s masterpiece is out of 200 

the way. Another two hours of training and Tuesday PM has been marked as a ‘quality’ session 201 

this week. I implicitly know it’s gonna be a hurter! What it is, I don’t yet know, but I just know 202 

it’s gonna be rock hard, a real ordeal, a test of how I endure that pain, especially if I am feeling 203 

like I am. I’m just praying it’s one of those days when I feel awful beforehand, but once I’m in 204 

the water it all washes away. 205 

 206 

During pre-pool, I do my best to loosen up and help ease the DOMS3 created after yesterday’s 207 

swim/gym/swim, and from sitting in lectures all day, squashed into an old lecture theatre, 208 

where the seats have less legroom than a budget airline, listening to an old professor drone 209 

on about this and that. My attention strays to those knots in my muscles. These damned 210 

regular companions I carry around with me at all times in my arms, neck and back, letting me 211 

know who and what I am. They need attention if I’m to cope with what lies ahead. As I go for 212 

the foam-roller, I look cross and Natasha, one of the sprinters, is just shaking her head, ‘I feel 213 

grim tonight’ she mouths across to me. Like her fellow sprinters, she has to endure an extra 214 

gym session on a Tuesday, so it’s DOMS on top of DOMS for her and Co. 215 

 216 

 
3 Delayed Onset of Muscle Soreness 
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With one ear, I listen to her bang on about how sprinters have it so bloody much harder than 217 

the middle-distance or distance guys, as I slowly, gingerly, roll out my back, pausing at each 218 

vertebra just momentarily. It’s then on to the old lats [Lattisimus Dorsi] and a bit of time on 219 

legs still sore from yesterday’s squat session in the gym. With that bit of relief undertaken, 220 

Reed, our physio, then leads us through a mobility routine akin to some form of medieval 221 

torture. Still, by the end of the sequence, I’m starting to feel more swimmer, loose and fluid, 222 

than student, stiff and deskbound. 223 

 224 

The Session 225 

As we dive in, and work our way through the warm-up, I’m pleasantly surprised to find that 226 

my body feels ‘ok’, not great but not horrendous, and I’m able to hit and hold the paces 227 

needed to swim the main set at the right intensity and heart-rate, something that doesn’t 228 

often happen as times and heart-rates can mysteriously fluctuate day by day! I’m therefore 229 

starting to feel slightly more positive about how tonight is going to go. 230 

 231 

The set is a number of 100m repeats working in a pattern of 1 easy (E), 1 best average4 (BA), 232 

1 E, 2 BA, 1 E, 3 BA, 1 E, 2 BA, 1 E, 3 BA, repeated twice for a total of 32. The first round of this 233 

isn’t too bad. I can feel a bit of burn creeping in around the shoulders, lungs and quads 234 

towards the end of the second set of 3 BA, but so far it’s manageable.  However, as I get to 235 

the last 10 reps, things are now a little different. As I enter the last 25 of each of the BA reps, 236 

it’s really starting to hurt. Burning in my lungs, arms and especially my quads. As I get to the 237 

wall, I can’t even lift my head up to look up at the clock. The normal sounds of the pool are 238 

now punctuated by the sounds of heavy, laboured breathing, and the sensation of my heart 239 

beating in my head. It takes about 10 or 15 seconds for the numbness to start to recede. My 240 

muscles then start coming back to me and I begin to feel my arms, but suddenly, Wade, who 241 

is the person in front of me, pushes off for his next rep. I now have 10 short seconds before 242 

it’s my turn to go. As I push off the wall, the pain starts coming back and building once again. 243 

These back-to-back reps are the worst. It’s only going to get worse and worse from here, but 244 

I’m swimming well so I’m just going to embrace this pain and try to keep going. It’s nasty, it’s 245 

 
4 In a best average set swimmer’s aim to hold the best average time they could across the whole set. The aim 
for fast but consistent. 
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grim, but I’ve accepted that I’ve reached a certain level of pain, good pain, and it can’t get any 246 

worse. So I’m just going to keep smashing these reps until this fucking bitch of a set is over. I 247 

could ease off and there would be less pain, but then it’s like, well, I’ve already reached my 248 

max, so what’s the point in giving up. I yell at myself ‘don’t stop, keep fucking going, keep 249 

taking each rep as it comes’. It’s fucking grim. It’s fucking painful. But it’s a good pain. That’s 250 

just how it is. Masochist! 251 

 252 

As we’re finishing up, I catch Natasha’s eye again as she sits shattered on the poolside,  unable 253 

to move. ‘Alright?’ I ask, ‘Buzzing,’ she replies, looking absolutely broken. ‘I felt grim at the 254 

outset’ she says, ‘then a bit better through warm-up as it helped shift some of the lactate and 255 

soreness from the last 48 hours’ training. However, I still started the main set, pretty much 256 

fucked, but sometimes, like tonght that’s actually a good thing’. Pointing to her arms, she 257 

indicates really feeling the catch at the front of her stroke. It hurts when she gets it right, a 258 

kind of proper feel of the water. ‘Being sore makes me feel stronger’, she laughs. True. When 259 

you feel fresh, sometimes you just don’t feel right. 260 

 261 

Post-session 262 

Holy shit, I am tired and I am hungry after that session. After a luxuriant age in the shower, I 263 

just sit by my bag, towel round my shoulders, for what seems an eternity, waiting for the spirit 264 

to move me and I can begin to get changed.  I can’t even be bothered to stretch, I’m that 265 

tired… but I know I should. I just wish I’d brought something with me for a post-training snack. 266 

A schoolboy error, but I just wasn’t expecting to be this hungry. It’s a good sign though. It 267 

means when I go back to the house I can load up on pasta, meatballs and sauce and then 268 

slump into a deep sleep without the threat of the early morning alarm - Wednesday’s session 269 

is at lunchtime! 270 

 271 

Thursday PM – Aerobic Kick 272 

Pre-session 273 

Thursday evening always throws up a quandary for me. On one hand, relief we’ve been out 274 

of the water since Wednesday afternoon and have had a chance to recover a little bit mid-275 

week (still have a gym session Thursday AM, mind, but I’m talking swim here). On the other 276 

hand, it’s often a kick-set and I hate kick-sets. I have never been what I would class as ‘good 277 
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at kick’. I’m not bad compared to the average swimmer but I’m rubbish compared to the 278 

majority of my team-mates. I fully expect this evening to be just another one of those days 279 

where I feel like I’m drowning at the back of the lane! 280 

 281 

The session 282 

It’s taken us ages to get in tonight, which only delays the inevitable death-session, but coaches 283 

Tony and Nick had some stuff they wanted to discuss with us before we got going. They are 284 

pissed that some guys missed our Pilates session yesterday afternoon as they were watching 285 

the rugby and forgot the time. It’s never nice having these discussions, especially when you’re 286 

not at fault; always makes me feel a bit awkward. With discussion over, it’s on with hats and 287 

goggles: into our big blue friend we go for another 2 hours of ‘getting better’. Working our 288 

way through the warm-up, I can’t decide if it’s simply mind-numbingly boring or I’m just not 289 

engaged because I’m not looking forward to the fiendishness Tony has designed for tonight’s 290 

kick-set. I’m sure he was in a bloody bad mood when he wrote this session! Despite this, 291 

there’s a glimmer of hope for me: as the warm-up ends, and against all the odds, my legs 292 

actually feel good to go, with only minor stiffness in my quads and hip flexors. 293 

 294 

As we gather ourselves, Tony explains the set one more time. He must sense our 295 

apprehension as he keeps using phrases like ‘challenge yourself’, ‘work with the person 296 

beside you’ or ‘be brave’ to try and motivate and lift our mood. Despite this I take up my usual 297 

position at the back of the lane for kick. However, it becomes evident after the first few reps, 298 

that I’m on one tonight. I start to move up powerfully through the lane as each rep goes by, 299 

using those in front as unsuspecting targets to hunt down during each repetition. As the set 300 

carries on, there are rumblings from co-sufferers along the lines of: ‘fucking hell, me legs’ or 301 

‘come on legs’, indicating they are starting to feel the effects. Normally I would be in the same 302 

boat, my legs would have likely given up a long time ago. But not tonight. Because I’m having 303 

such a good session, even more so as it’s a kick-set, I’ve almost forgotten how much pain I’m 304 

in. I’m in the zone. I feel like I’ve turned into a different person, I’m operating in overdrive, 305 

the adrenaline and the endorphins are together carrying me through. I’m hurting, but I’m 306 

buzzing, so I just keep pushing on. Although my legs are a combination of being on fire in the 307 

quads and numb everywhere else, strangely, mysteriously, I have found a way to ‘shut out 308 
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the pain’, ‘forget about it’, make it ‘actively absent’. I keep pushing this new-found body 309 

through the final round.  310 

 311 

This isn’t always the case though (if only it were) especially in kick-sets. I’m not sure if it’s 312 

some weird body thing, because the legs are at the opposite end to where your brain is and 313 

the signals don’t quite get through. Sometimes it can be so damned frustrating because you 314 

want your legs to go at a certain pace, but then you hit a grim level of pain and they just don’t 315 

listen. It’s at this stage when I might objectify the bastards, shouting at them to ‘come on’… 316 

but they don’t have ears, so they never listen. 317 

 318 

Post-session 319 

I’m changing and stretching off, chatting to Jessica, whose breaststroke group has just done 320 

a different set from mine. ‘Like you get to 25[meters],’ she says, ‘and it just burns, like 321 

everything’s burning, you start to get out of breath… my muscles start to ache and I’m fucking 322 

dying,  desperate to stop. I just focus on my breathing, it helps me forget the sheer wall of 323 

pain. With breaststroke I go under and I just breathe everything out, come up, take a big, big 324 

breath and then, cos obviously I'm lucky with breaststroke, we can breathe every stroke, it’s 325 

not like you guys with front-crawl - like, I’d be well rubbish at that.’ She rolls her eyes and 326 

grins widely. ‘Like, I take these big breaths and then just blow out everything and then just 327 

try and focus on being l o n g and STRONG.’ We agree, though: we are absolutely bollocksed, 328 

totally drained, but feeling good about things this evening. Well, maybe not everything as 329 

we’re back in the pool in under 12 hours. I’ll need the triple alarm for tomorrow morning to 330 

make sure I’m not late. Otherwise, I’ll be experiencing a different type of pain: Nick and Tony 331 

would dish out some serious shit for missing a session especially after rollocking us earlier 332 

about people missing Pilates. Plus, I’d be utterly embarrassed that I’d let my team-mates 333 

down.  334 

 335 

Saturday AM: Race Pace  336 

Pre-session 337 

The alarms go off. I just lie, staring at the ceiling for a few moments. In denial. Finally, with a 338 

superhuman effort, I peel myself off the pillow, then the mattress, with a long, slow groan. If 339 

I didn’t know it was Saturday morning already, my body would certainly tell me just by the 340 
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way it feels. I ache top-to-bottom. Thank God it’s the last session of the week, number 9 of 9 341 

in the pool, with 5 of 5 land-training workouts also completed. It hasn’t been pretty, but it’s 342 

been fun in a weird sort of way. Not in the sense of actively seeking out this pain but accepting 343 

that it’s just a normal part of our sport. This is what we swimmers do.  344 

 345 

The session 346 

I arrive at the pool, get changed and begin my pre-pool in a vain attempt to mobilise my body. 347 

Nick explains the set, then magnanimously offers: ‘You’ve all got the option of doing MY lovely 348 

warm-up, guys, or doing your own, so long as you’re suited-up (racing suits on) ready to go 349 

for the main set by 6:45am on the button!’. I decide to do my own thing; that way I can control 350 

the narrative and ensure I get myself prepared for what lies ahead. 351 

 352 

Before beginning our main sets, we reorganise into different lanes depending on our set. As I 353 

gather my stuff and head towards lane 8, I can’t help but notice the looks of gnawing concern 354 

and deep apprehension written all over Eddie’s and Stephen’s faces. It’s strangely comforting  355 

as it dawns on me they’re feeling just as apprehensive about this set as I am. We all exchange 356 

looks that silently convey between us the thought of just how much this going to hurt!!! 357 

 358 

It doesn’t take long to find out. On the 1st of the 15m underwater reps, coming back up to the 359 

surface, I literally have to bark the air out of my lungs and gulp in fresh oxygen; I genuinely 360 

felt like I wasn’t going to make that, and it was only 15m. The burning in my lungs and the 361 

desire to breathe while still underwater was like nothing I’ve ever experienced, and I’ve been 362 

doing this a l-o-n-g time. Holy shit, I’ve got another 3 rounds of this to go. I’m not going to 363 

make it... Then I see my teammates on the side, one’s already done this, one’s yet to go. I 364 

know I can’t let them down. Doing my best to compose myself between each rep and give 365 

each my best effort, I try desperately to ignore the lactate-burn building in my legs, or the 366 

bizarre desire of my lungs to breathe underwater. I focus on pushing through.  367 

 368 

Finishing the last of the 9 50s, I’m out on to the side of the pool as quickly as I can be, starfish-369 

sprawled on my back. My face is burning and all screwed up. My chest is heaving up and down 370 

as air rushes in and out of my lungs and I try to normalise my breath. My heart’s pounding 371 

violently, pumping freshly oxygenated blood around my body. But more than anything I just 372 
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feel numb. I don’t even notice that Hank is trying to take a lactate reading from me. Once he’s 373 

done I’m free to move around a little and begin shaking out arms and legs. At this point Scott 374 

comes over, gives me a look of concern, taps my shoulders and asks me if I’m ‘ok hun?’. I just 375 

look up at him from my sprawled-out position, unable to respond properly, staring right 376 

through him in a way that I hope conveys: ‘what do you think mate’. 377 

 378 

Finally beginning to return to some sort of normality, I’m just about able to pick myself up 379 

from the floor, and decide to go for a walk to the opposite end of the pool. Trying to move, 380 

I’m drunkenly unsteady on my feet, legs jelly-like and unable to support me. I decide I need 381 

to sit down again and just compose myself a little more. As I sit, with elbows on knees, head 382 

hanging low, I start to feel the buzz of having just worked through a set of that magnitude. 383 

Beginning to feel better, I head back up towards the starting end where Eddie and Wade stand 384 

waiting. Nick comes over to ask how it was, and all I can reply with is, ‘fucking hard. I was 385 

absolutely on my arse after the butterfly and it just got worse from there. I could hardly even 386 

make the underwaters’. Nick, being Nick, just smiles at me, like he does, and says ‘good, that’s 387 

what we wanted’. Smiling inwardly, I think ‘you bastard’. 388 

 389 

Post-session 390 

I. AM. DONE! I couldn’t have given any more to that session than I did. Absolutely disgusting 391 

while doing it. My arms felt like they both weighed 100 kilos and my technique was all over 392 

the place towards the end, both of which were horrible to try and push through. But now that 393 

the set, the session, and the week are over, there’s the grim satisfaction of knowing it’s all 394 

about suffering to improve. Because when you’re absolutely dead, but you push yourself 395 

through that, then you know, that’s one step closer to a PB (personal best). 396 

 397 

Finale  398 

This week has been brutal. I’ve had times where I’ve questioned what the hell I’m doing here, 399 

smashing my body up and down a pool, but I just love it. I think I love it because there’s no 400 

pressure on me at this point. I feel awful, but there is no pressure to do amazing, it’s about 401 

pushing myself and giving what I can give. But if I can swim as well as I have this week when 402 

I’m feeling shit, then I’m excited to see what I can do when I’ve had some rest and I’m feeling 403 

good. Here’s to a season of potentially great or even spectacular things. 404 
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 405 

So yeah, I guess being sore is a good thing. Maybe you always wanna be sore because then 406 

you are seeing results? If I was always just feeling easy and everything was always easy then 407 

everyone would be able to do it. But if you’re feeling sore and you’re seeing results, then in 408 

season, the sorer and heavier I feel, the better. 409 

 410 

 411 

Reflective Questions 412 

1. In what way does this CNF resonate with the experiences of pain in your sport or 413 

physical-cultural lifeworld? 414 

2. Does your sport or physical culture have similar (or indeed different) categories of 415 

pain? 416 

3. How would you describe the different forms of pain (and their positive, negative or 417 

productive characteristics) in your sport/physical culture to a non-participant? 418 

4. Might there be negative aspects to a sporting mind-set and culture that valorise and 419 

prize ‘good’ pain? 420 

 421 
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