Synchronized swimming has always
been the Rodney Dangerfield of
Olympic sports. The truth is, it
requires grace, skill and
pure athleticism. By Sarah Henry

hen you walch the LS. Qlympic Synchronized
Swimming Team train in Walnut Creek; Califor-
nia, on a sun-drenched early-spring day, the last
wiord that comes to mind is, well, glamorous. Some
of the athletes' faces are thickly smeared with

white sunblock. All 10 women wear nondescript
gogeles and caps and well-worn athletic-style maillots over their taut, toned
swimmers' bodies. Clipped onto each nose is a special plug, an unattractive
but necessary accessory thal stops water from running into the sinuses.
There’s not a sequin or a trace of makeup in sight,
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Let's face it: Say the
wiords sycliroiized swinming
and you're likely to evoke
snickers from folks whose on-
ly exposure to the sport is the
seemingly unathletic type of
water ballet made famous by
Esther Williams. Or, more re-

‘I laps and practicing routines,

cently, Martin Short, who asa
campy, pirouetting performer
clad in tutu and water wings,
a fake smile plastered across
his face, played outasilly cha-
rade in the shallow end for a
memorable sketch on Satur-
diny Night Live. But in the "Ws,
there's much more to syn-
chronized swimming than
these pop-culture clues let on.

onsider the rigorous
nine-month training
schedule these elite
athletes maintained
in order to gear up for the
Games. The team members hit
the pool six days a week, six to
cight hours a day, swimming

has something to do with it
Lack of testosterone aside, U5,
Olympic co-coach Gail Emery
says simply, “it's just igno-
rance. In all my years in the
sport—I1've coached for 25 and
swum for 12—anyone who's
seen top-level synchronized
swimming in person has
gained a respect for it. We've
had many macho guys, as well
as women, come in with cyni-
cism and walk away with
tremendous respect.”
Twenty-five-year-old
Becky  Dyroen-Lancer—the
world's top-ranked soloist, with
nine grand-slam national and
championships
for solo, duet, figure and team
events under her cap—is philo-
sophical aboul the less-than-
stellar image of synchronized
swimming. “This is a relatively
young sport in a male-dominat-
ed-sports country,” she says.
“Think of male dancers, who
are some of the best athletes,

international

O top of that, they putin three

Whe needs exygen? Jill Savery gels a little air while
her teammeates hold their breath.

and the jokes you hear about
guys in tights. Thankfully, 1

weekly sessions of plyomet-
rics, bounding exercises that
are done with medicine balls and weights and are designed loincrease
explosive strength. Finally, each athlete was expected to supplement
the team training with her own aerobic and cross-training workouts
three or four times a week. Some of the swimmers ran, cycled or speed-
walked; the most adventurous, Nathalie Schnevder, spent her ex-
tracurricular hours mountain biking and rock climbing. Such a tough
training schedulewould belikely to bring lears to Martin Short's eyes.

In Atlania this summer, the women who've made it to the pin-
nacle of American synchronized swimming—nine of them are from

San Francisco's Bay Area, and all but one call California home—
hope the sport will finally get the respect it deserves. “1 know it looks
50 easy,” says team member Jill Savery, who's 24. “But that's the
point, We're sipposed to make it look easy.” Why do people make
fun of synchronized swimming? The small fact that this is the on-

Iy all-female Olympic water sport, these athletes suggest, probably
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think these kinds of attitudes
are slowly fading in the US."
ut what's with the make-up, heavy-duty rhinestones, and
stuck-on smiles anyway? “In the theater, you pul some
accents on your face and body so you'll stand out to the
audience and the judges,” notes Schneyder, who at 28 is
the oldest competitor on the team. “It's the same with synchro-
nized swimming " As for the smiles, "it's a genuine feeling we're
trving to portray,” Savery explains. “What we're trying to do to-
day is to give the audience a feeling of what the music is saying,
We don't always smile.”

The competitors stress that synchronized swimming is a matter
of athleticism as well as artistry. [ really love the creative part, but
without the athletics | don’t think I'd be that interested,” says 24-
year-old Jill Sudduth, who sports a tiny dolphin tattoo on one ankle,
and along with partrer Dyroen-Lancer, rates number one in the
world in the synchronized-swimming duet event. “1t's such a com-

The rigorous nine-month training schedule these athletes
| follow would likely bring tears to Martin Short’s eyes.







