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She does 26.82sec
and becomes only the
second Singaporean
to reach a world final

By CHAN Y1 SHEN

SINGAPORE swimmer Tao Li
(left) has qu ].lflcd for the final of
the women’s 50-metre butterfly
event at the World Championships
in Melbourne.

She finished seventh fastest in
the semi-finals yesterday in 26.82
second

7-year-old is only the sec-
ond Singaporean to reach the final
of the World Champio
Ang Peng Siong, who v
in the men’s 50m freestyle in
1986.

“It feels great to reach a final
here,” said Tao Li. “The 50 fly is
ve cnmpetmvc

T just told mv.se]l Lo give 1t my
best shot. 1t's a nice surprise.”

Her achievement comes less
than four months after she
splashed her way to the gold in the
same event at the Doha Asian
Games.

Sweden’s Therese Alshammar
was the fastest qualifier for today’s
final, She clocked 25.82sec to
break Holland's Inge de Bruijn’s
champmnsh record by 0.02sec,

Lasl Sunday, Tao Li had nar-
rowly missed out on the 100m fly
final by 0.25sec, finishing in ninti
place. But her time of 57.09zec
won her a place in next year's Bei-
jing Olympics.

Y ay, she was 10th fastest
in the morning heats in 27.17sec —
a time which she described as
“quite poor”.

She said: “I always don't per-
form well in the morning as the
bn:‘lv is not warmed up to the task

But it was a different story in
the evening’s semi-finals.

Second-fastest off the starting
blocks in the first semi-final at the
Rod Laver Arer he surfaced
just twice for air re touching
{mme third in I econd-fastest
time in the evenl

The Singapore Sports School
student had clocked 26.73sec — a

national record - on her way to
her Doha tuumph

Said her coach Peter Churchill:
“Her morning swim was not so
good. She took too many breaths.
But it was a flawless swim from
her in the semi-finals.

“There was a bit of pressure on
her to perform because she had set
her goal of reaching the final, But
she usually delivers.”

Tao Li’s feat means that Church-
ill lost a cheeky personal bet be-
tween the two.

Quipped Tao Li: “He said he
has never seen me in a d , that
if I didn’t reach the final, I would
have to wear one.

“So I told him if I reached the
final, he would have to do the
same.

“The thought of seeing my
coach in a dress gave me the extra
push!”

The teenager will be the young-
est in today’s world-
the evening. The illus

“The thought of
seeing my coach in
a dress gave me

the extra push!"

TAO LI, who won a bet with her
coach Peter Churchill by qualifying
for the final

includes Swede Anna-Karin Kam-
merling, who holds the world
5.57sec

record
i o Li; dy
my target by rcauhlng

j » out and do my
best. Hopefully, I can swim as well
as in the semi-finals and break the
national record.”

Meanwhile, Singapore’s
Lynette Lim qualified for
ber outh-east Asia Gam
Thailand after clocking 9min
0.27scc in the women's 800m [ree-
style heats.

She finished 26th, one behind
teammate Quah Ting Wen, who
clocked 9min 0.17sec, Ting Wen
had already booked her SEA
Games place before the World
Championships.

yishen@sph.com.sg
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Better times for Tao Li

Source: The Sunday Times 8 April 2007 (c¢) Smgapore Press Holdings Ltd

She can be Olympic
finalist next year
and medallist in 2012

P Chan Yi Shen

MOST teenagers experience a growth
spurt during their adolescent years.

Yet Singapore swimmer Tao Li, 17,
has just grown a mere four centimetres
in height over the past three years.

She said: “Three years ago, I was
1.56m. Now, I'm 1.6m. That’s too little.

“] was the shortest in the entire field
of the women's 100m butterfly at the
‘World Championships.”

But while her growth has stagnated,

" her pool times have improved éxponen-
tially. She has sliced over three seconds
off her personal best in her pet event,
the 100m fly, in under three years.

That is not the only change.

In the same period, the Wuhan native
has blossomed from a shy 14-year-old
with a poor command of English into a
confident young lass.

“Are you more comfortable doing the
interview in English or Mandarin?” she
quipped. “My English is probably better
than your Mandarin!”

Last week, she had the whole nation
excited when she became the first Singa-
porean woman to reach a final of the
World Swimming Championships.

She was seventh in the 50-metre but-
terfly in Melbourne, clocking 26.82sec.

The only previous finalists in the
World Championships were David Lim
(1991) and Ang Peng Siong (1986).

Eighteen months ago, few outside
the Singapore swimming fraternity
would have heard of her.

Today, she is a household name and
on the cusp of international fame.

Tao Li’s latest feat came just three
months after another milestone — her
gold medal in the 50m fly at the Doha
Asian Games. It was Singapore’s first
Asiad swimming gold since 1982.

She may not have been included in
Project 0812, which is aimed at Singa-
pore’s second Olympic medal at either
next year's Beijing Games, or the 2012
London Games.

But the Singapore Sports School stu-
dent aims to make another splash in Bei-
jing.

She qualified for the Olympics by fin-

ishing ninth in 59.07sec in the 100m fly.

The 50m fly is not in the Olympic pro-

gramme.

Said Tao Li: “With every target that
you achieve, the next one must always
be a bit higher. The next step is to reach
the final of the Olympics.

“There is the South-east Asia Games
at the end of this year. But the big one
for me will be the Beijing Olympics. My
goal is to reach the final.”

No Singaporean has reached an Olym-

TAD LI HAS IMPROVED RAPIDLY, from (anti-clockwise from top
left) a raw 14-year-old in 2005, to clmchmg four golds in
the 2005 Manila SEA Games, to vunmrlg the S0m fly at the
Asian Swimming Championships in March 2006, and then
1o kissing the Asiad gold in December 2008.

PHOTOS: ALBERT SIM, TERENCE TAN, BERITA HARIAN

Tao Li's progress in the 100m butterfly

WHILE Tao Li is Asian champion in ='bMarch2005 National Age Group
the 50m butterfly, the sprint is not C’s!ups
clnge n S Shonnicprog :bﬁmzmnimacm” T
Therefore, her best chance fora
med_a’li.ém’ﬂgiﬁ(hnﬂy. ;sggcembu?.ﬂﬂﬁ Asian Games —
» March 2004: Junior Age Group bl!rmwchzﬂﬂ’l: World C’ships —
59.0°

Championships — Imin 2.6sec

pic swimming final. Ang came closest
when he was ninth in the men’s 50m
freestyle in Seoul in 1988.

From her World Championships dis-
play, that target is within Tao Li’s grasp.

But the million-dollar question is:
Can she deliver an Olympic medal?

“At the moment, that is still a dream,”
she said. “I aim to cut my personal best
to about 58.4sec by next year. That
would be good enough to make the fi-
nal, but not win a medal.

“To get 2 medal, you need to be doing
5T7sec. At the moment, only three swim-
mers in the world can do that.”

At the World Championships, Austral-
ians Lisbeth Lenton (57.15sec), Jessicah
Schipper (57.24sec) and American Na-
talie Coughlin (57.34sec) took the podi-

~ anm w

um positions. Holland’s Inge Dekker
was a distant fourth in 58.30sec.

Said Tao Li's coach Peter Churchill:
“At her age, she will get a couple of at-
tempts at an Olympic medal — in Beijing
and London. The more she races against
high-level competition, the more promis-
ing this prospect seems.”

Indeed. In three vears, Tao Li has
slashed her personal best for the 100m
fly from lmin 2.6sec to 58.96sec at last
December’s Asian Games.

David Lim, the head coach for the
Asian Games team, said: “Her improve-
ment has been quite fantastic.

“But whether she can carry on that
progress will all depend on her form in
the months leading to the Olympics.

“She is solid in all departments —

from her start to her dolphin kick to her
turn. It is all aboutminortweakingm
eke out the improvements.”

After the Melbourne champmnshms
she spent two days at the Australian In
stitute of Sport, undergoing a bw—
mechanic analysis programme to help
improve the efficiency of her strokes.

The major meets she has lined up in-
clude the Japan Open Championships in
August, the SEA Games in December,
and the World Short-Course Champion-
ships next March.

Will her smaller physique hamper her
Olympic dream?

Said Tao Li: “Of course not. They
have longer arms and so can reach fur-
ther. But that's all.”

She takes great pride in re-telling
how she toppled a 1.9m-tall “giant” —
German’s Antje Buschschulte — in the
100m fly semi-finals in Melbourne.

“She was a head taller than me,” she
said. “And she went out really fast over
the first 50m. Then she ran out of steam
and I managed to beat her.”

She was fourth in the race in
59.07sec, with the German fifth in
59.12sec.

Ang, who oversaw Tao Li's develop-
ment from 2001 until 2005 when she was
training at Aquatic Performance Swim
Club, also believes that she can over-
come the lack of height.

He cites the example of Japan's Kosu-
ke Kitajima. The Olympic champion and
former world record-holder in the 100m
and 200m breaststroke is 1.77m tall

Said Ang: “Among the world-class
swimmers, he is among the smallest.
Yet, he takes fewer strokes than most.

“The key is not just in strength and
power, but also in the efficiency and
quality of the strokes. That’s what she
needs to work on.,

“2008 may be too soon for Tao Li, but
she can definitely challenge for a medal
come 2012.”

Singapore Swimming Association
Centre of Excellence coach John Demp-
sey agrees.

He said: “She is strong, powerful and
she is very good under water. Even Ken
‘Wood, Jessicah Schipper's coach, has
praised her for being a real fighter.

“The peak age for female swimmers
is between 18 and 22, and that falls nice-
ly within the next two Olympics.

“But what she needs to do now is to
keep working on her strengths and go
head-to-head with the top swimmers for
the next 13 to 14 months.”

As Tao Li tries to reshape history,
there is little doubt that her life has
changed as well.

“People on the streets recognise me,”
she said. “They come up and tell me I
did very well. -

“When I moved to Singapore in 2003,
I never thought I would be where I am
now. Now that I'm here, there is definite-
ly pressure to do even better.

“But I have a strong belief in my abili-
ty and 'm still hungry.”

yishen@sph.com.sg
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i lai rdng wang 3
bustling with activity
#Emb hei

to do things in the dark
R A

shui ydn xing sang :
to look half—asleep
-

pii chi yi xido :

to spurt out laughing

SWIMMER Tao Li is Singapore's
"golden girl", having snagged four
gold medals at the 2005 Southeast
Asian Games and a gold medal at the
2006 Asian Games.

But behind the glamour and glory, is
a story of hard work, discipline, and
personal sacrifices,

We spent a day with this 17-year-old
wonder, observing how she trains and
study, hoping to discover what it is
that makes her tick.

Tao Li surprised us by being wise
beyond her years; and with her strong
determination to succeed. She doesn't
allow herself to quit, no matter how
tired she may get. Hard work, she said,
is the only way to win the respect of
other people.

‘What would she be if she was not a
swimmer?

Probably a singer, she said.

"One should try different things in
life,” she said. "Swimming everyday
can be very 'sian' (Hokkien for
"boring)."

Source: My Paper 17 April 2007 (¢)
Smgapore Press Holdings Lid
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