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Allison Wagner: 
More Than OK 

Allison Wagner is 16, a 

world record holder and one 

of the brightest, youngest and 

fastest-rising swimming stars 

in the United States. 

A 
l l ison Wagner  and Kevin 

Thornton have this pattern, 

you see. W h e n e v e r  Allison 

~oes to an international swim- 

ming meet, Thornton--her  coach--sets 

times he'll call her. 
Wagner, a 16-year-old individual 

medley  specialist ,  gets her call from 

Thornton at the set time and the two go 

over her split times from the day's swim. 
Such was the scene when Thornton 

called from his phone in Gainesvi l le  

early last December. Allison got the call 

whi le  at the Short  Course  World 

Championships in Spain. 
The i r  conversation, as Thorn ton  

recalled it, went like this: 
Thornton: "How'd you do?" 

Wagner:. "Well, OK." 

Thornton: "What did you get?" 

Wagner. "2:07.7." 

Thornton: "What did that get?" 

Wagner:. "That got first." 

Thornton: "Well, then it's the world 

record, right?" 
Wagner: "Yeah, I guess. You think 

that's OK?" 
T h e  conversa t ion  tells  vo lumes  

about Wagner,  one of  the br ightest ,  

youngest and fastest-rising swimming 

stars in the United States. 
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IVhen Wagner s~e'am at the World Short Course 

Championships in Spain, she broke the 200 Ltl world record b), nearly three 

seconds--a record that had lasted for nearly 12 years/ 

o**ooeoolooeoleoo*eueoeooo*ooeoeoo*oeeoeo**ooeooo.ooolaeooo.oeeleo 

Wagner  set the world record--yes ,  

the  world record and yes, i t ' s  O K - - i n  

the  200 mete r  individual medley  (short 

course) in Spain  several  days af ter  she  

set the  American record in the 400 IM 

with a t ime of  4:31.00. T h e  4:31 broke 

the  old world record, bu t  she  f in ished 

second to Dai Guohong  of China,  whom 

she beat  in the 200 IM. 

"I was just  really happy that  I beat  

the  Ch inese  girl," Wagner  said. "I was 

really more happy that  I won than about  
the t ime, I th ink."  

A year ago, few among swimming 's  

e l i te  k n e w  abou t  Allison Wagner .  She  

wasn ' t  in the top 25 in the world in the  

l.Ms. She was among the  top in her  age 

group in the nation, but  world records? 

She  says she doesn ' t  know how it 

h a p p e n e d  so fast. Her  mother ,  Barbara 

Wagner,  says, "Somet imes  it 's still hard 

to bel ieve it 's our daughter ."  

Yet ,  i t  is. A w o r l d  r e c o r d ,  an  

A m e r i c a n  record.  And,  t he  t h i n g  you 

notice first about  Wagner  is while she 's  

come so far, so fast, it doesn ' t  even  seem 

to b e . . .  well, important.  

"She ' s  just  ve~- unaffected by any- 

thing," Tho rn ton  says. " T h e  more glow 

she gets, the  less it affects her." 

" I t ' s  no t  l ike,  'Ha ,  ha. I ' m  the  world 

record holder . '  I t ' s  like, ' I ' m  the  world 

record holder,  bu t  am I going to swim 

fast tomorrow, too?' " 

Wagner  sits qu ie t ly  in T h o r n t o n ' s  

office ins ide  the  Univers i ty  of  Florida 

swimming facility. 

She  is u n a s s u m i n g .  No  flair.  No  

strut. 

She  looks  e v e r y  b i t  t he  role of  a 

t e e n a g e  s c h o o l g i r l - - w h i c h ,  of  course ,  
she still is. 

I f  you look at Wagner,  it 's hard to 

imagine a world-class athlete.  I f  you talk 

to her, it 's even  harder  to imagine. 

"I don ' t  th ink  it 's tha t  big a deal," 

she  said,  "I guess  i t ' s  all r igh t  t h a t  I 

broke the record, b u t . . .  " 

S h e  s tops  and  s m i l e s  an e m b a r -  

rassed smile. 

A world record. 

You th ink  that ' s  OK? 

S i n c e  h e r  f a m i l y  m o v e d  to 

Gainesvi l le  four years ago, Wagner  has 

s w u m  for  T h o r n t o n  a n d  F l o r i d a  

Aquatics, a deve lopmenta l  program not- 

so-loosely affiliated with the  Universi ty 

of Florida. 

Each month ,  the group produces a 

news le t t e r  tha t  is sen t  to parents ,  and 

each month ,  each age group has a swim- 

mer  of the  month .  

" W h e n  she  b roke  t he  record,  she  

was more in te res ted  in w h e t h e r  or not  

we would pick her  as s w i m m e r  of  the  

month ,  as opposed to be ing  a world or 

A m e r i c a n  r eco rd  h o l d e r , "  T h o r n t o n  

said. "She was almost lobbying for it. 

"She was saying things like, "Well, 

I 've  only got it once or twice. '  " 

Yes, she got it. 

U n a s s u m i n g ,  Una f f ec t ed .  Hard ly  

w o r d s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a t h l e t e s  w h o  

achieve dizzying success at an early age. 

For  Wagner ,  howeve r ,  t h e r e  was 

never  really any other  way. 

She began swimming compet i t ively 

when  she was 7 years old and living in 

B e r l i n ,  G e r m a n y ,  w h e r e  h e r  f a t h e r ,  

Dave  Wagner ,  was s t a t ioned  with the  

Army. 

" W e  a d o p t e d  a pol icy  ear ly  on ,"  

Dave Wagner  said. "We encourage our 

ch i ld ren  to par t ic ipa te .  We would not  

al low idle  t ime .  We d i d n ' t  care  wha t  

they  se lec ted .  T h e y  n e e d e d  to se lec t  

something."  

Dave and Barbara Wagner ' s  oldest  

chi ld is Scott ,  23. He se lec ted  soccer. 

T h e i r  y o u n g e s t  son, .Mark, 13, chose  

football. 

Allison chose swimming.  

"I tried o the r  sports," she  said. "I 

w a s n ' t  r e a l l y  v e r y  good  at  t h e m .  

Swimming,  I liked. 1 don ' t  know why. 1 

just  liked it." 

O n e  reason  may  h a v e  b e e n  this :  

f rom t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  s h e  was p r e t t y  

good. W h e n  you ' r e  7, success  d o e s n ' t  
hurt. 

By the  t ime  she began  swimming  

in Germany  in 1984. she had basic skills. 

but  little formal training. 

Kevin  M c K e n n a ,  now a coach  at 

K u t z t o w n  U n i v e r s i t y  in K u t z t o w n .  

P e n n . ,  is a f o r m e r  s w i m m e r  for  t h e  

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  T e x a s  and  t he  p e r s o n  

whom Dave Wagner  calls the " f r s t  real 

c o a c h  A l l i s o n  e v e r  h a d . "  M c K e n n a  

j o i n e d  the  Army af te r  l eav ing  Texas ,  

and when  he was commiss ioned  by his 

o f f i ce r - -Dave  W a g n e r - - t o  start a swim- 

ming program, he hadn ' t  coached many 

kids Allison's age. 

It d idn ' t  take him long to figure out  

t h e r e  was s o m e t h i n g  d i f f e r e n t  a b o u t  

All ison.  T r u e ,  t h e r e  was some abi l i ty  

there.  She won races and was one of  the 

bes t  in he r  age group.  A lot of  young  

swimmers  have ability', but  Allison's was 

different.  

" H e r  abil i ty came with her  l isten- 

ing and her  a t t i tude toward the sport of 

swimming,"  McKenna  said. "She could 

c h a n g e  he r  s t roke  w h e n e v e r  she  was 
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asked to, too. At that  age, it 's really hard 

in a lot of  ways to coach some kids. A lot 

of  t h e m ,  t hey  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  wha t  

you're  saying when  you t~" to get them 

to c h a n g e  s o m e t h i n g .  Wi th  Allison,  it 

was always immedia te ."  

Adaptabil i ty might  be unusual in a 

7-year-old, but  it sure doesn ' t  guarantee 

a world record waiting at .the end of  nine 

years. 

T h e r e  was s o m e t h i n g  e lse  a b o u t  

Al l i son t h a t  s t a r t e d  to e m e r g e  in he r  

days in Berlin. We ' re  talking work ethic, 

and  M c K e n n a  ta lks  a b o u t  an e th ic ,  a 

drive, a desire  not  found in many ath-  

letes, particularly ones who are 7. 

A desi re .  A dr ive .  And an a lmos t  

b l i n d  w i l l i n g n e s s  to t r a i n  and  to be  

trained. 

" W h e n  it was t ime  for her  to get  

out  of  the  water, if I wanted to i could 

tell her  to do the  workout all over again, 

a n d  s h e  w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  a s k e d  w h y , "  

McKenna  said. " In  this day and age, it 's 

pretty hard to get that. 

" I 'm  currently starting a swim team 

wi th  60 s w i m m e r s .  I have  some  very  

a t t e n t i v e  y o u n g  s w i m m e r s ,  b u t  wi th  

Allison, it was different ."  

A pat tern had been  established.  

Still ano the r  pa t t e rn  was deve lop-  

• .'ng, too.  D a v e  a n d  B a r b a r a  W a g n e r  

i n s i s t e d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  p a r t i c i p a t e  in 

some kind of  activity. Idle t ime means  

idle children.  
T h a t ' s  o n e  ru l e  o f  t h e  W a g n e r  

household.  

Here ' s  another:  No meddling.  

"All ison is good,"  T h o r n t o n  said, 

"because  her parents  allow her to be."  

Since she began swimming,  particu- 

larly in recent  years, her  career has dic- 

t a t e d  t h e  W a g n e r s '  l ife.  W h e n  D a v e  

W a g n e r  re t i red  from the  mil i tary,  the  

f a m i l y  l e f t  B a l t i m o r e  a n d  m o v e d  to 

G a i n e s v i i l e - - i n  pa r t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  

junior  program there.  

" T h e  chemis t~ ,  was right with the  

family, with the  family life," M c K e n n a  

said. "The  parents made sure of that. Thei r  

moves have been  based on coaching." 

Typ ica l  paren ts ,  r ight? Ove rbea r -  

ing? Pressuring.  You might  figure thei r  

d a u g h t e r ' s  c a r e e r - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  

world records  and  O l y m p i c  d r e a m s - -  

were the  most  impor tan t  th ing  in thei r  

lives. You'd figure wrong. 

A thread weaving through Allison's 

c a r e e r  is a n o t a b l e  a b s e n c e  of  i n f l u -  

e n c e - n o t  interest ,  inf luence---of  Dave 

and Barbara Wagner.  "Basically," Dave 

Wagner  said with a laugh, "we saw that  

when  parents  got involved, it wasn ' t  pro- 

ductive."  
T h e  W a g n e r s  s e l d o m  t r a v e l  to  

meets .  T h e  family economy has neve r  

been  drained traveling to live vicariously 

through their  daughter .  W h e n  the world 

r e c o r d  in t h e  200  IM fe l l  in e a r l y  

December ,  the Wagner  family found out  

t h i r d - h a n d - - i n  a t e l e p h o n e  call f rom 

Thorn ton .  

" T h e y  try to stay ou t  of  t he  way 

and stay out  of  what  coach is t rying to 

do," Allison said. " T h e y  don ' t  pu t  a lot 

of  p ressure  on me.  I hope  they  n e v e r  

become that  way." 

Dave  Wagner  said the  ph i losophy  

was s i m p l e .  H e  a n d  h is  w i f e  n e v e r  

swam.  T h e y  k n e w  l i t t l e  a b o u t  t e c h -  

n i q u e ,  less  a b o u t  t r a i n i n g .  B e s i d e s ,  

world records and winn ing  weren ' t  the  

point- 

"All we wan ted  was for Allison to 

feel good about  herse l f  and be produc- 

t ive at something,"  he  said. 

" T h e  greatest  asset Allison has is a 

g rea t  se t  of  s u p p o r t i v e  p a r e n t s , "  Sid 

Burkot t  said. " I f  we had to write a book 

on what  we want  from nat ional  cal iber  

swimmers  as far as parents ,  that  is i t - -  

follow the Wagners."  

Burkot t  p icked up on the  pat terns  

i m m e d i a t e l y .  N o w  a c o a c h  at  t h e  

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M a r y l a n d - B a l t i m o r e  

C o u n t y ,  he  m e t  A l l i son  w h e n  D a v e  

W a g n e r  was t r a n s f e r r e d  back  to t h e  

states. 
T h e y  s e t t l e d  f i rs t  in B a l t i m o r e ,  

w h e r e  A l l i s o n  b e g a n  s w i m m i n g  for  

B u r k o t t ' s  c l u b  t e a m  a n d  b e g a n  to 

emerge  as one of  the  top swimmers  in 

the  11-12 age group in Maryland. 

" T h e r e  was always someth ing  spe- 

cial about  Allison Wagner,"  Burkot t  said. 

Wha t  s e e m e d  ext raordinar i ly  spe- 

cial was this knack she had for her  train- 

ing. Not  just  hard work. Not  just  talent. 

Lots of kids have talent. 

"You're talking about  a taskmaster,  

and a young lady who has a t remendous  

drive and will to succeed,"  Burkot t  said. 

"She wasn ' t  the  type of a thle te  that  you 

had to beg to come to practice." 

A deeper,  clearer pat tern was devel-  

o p i n g .  T h o r n t o n  t a l k s  a b o u t  h o w  

W a g n e r  is una f f ec t ed  by success.  She  

knows little of her  competi t ion.  When  it 

came t ime to swim in Spain, where she 

broke the  world record, she  couldn ' t  tell 

T h o r n t o n  who her compet i t ion  was, just  

the  "Chinese  girl." 
You ask Wagner  how it felt to break 

the  world record, and her  eyes answer in 

an inquisit ive look. O&'iously, it was nice, 

but don't you understand? You don't. That's 

not what this is al l  about. 

T o  listen to her  coaches - - t o  listen 

to M c K e n n a ,  to  B u r k o t t  and  now to 

T h o r n t o n - - i t ' s  jus t  abou t  l iving up  to 

the expectat ions set in front of her  that  

day.  I f  t h a t  d a y ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n  was a 

world record, fine. 

" S h e  d e f i n i t e l y  n e e d s  t he  i n p u t  

from her coach," McKenna  said. "She ' s  

j u s t  ou t  t h e r e .  S h e ' s  d o i n g  w h a t  t h e  

coach tells her  to do, and after the prod- 

uct happens ,  she  needs  to know if that 's  

respectable."  

T h o r n t o n  agreed. 

"She  never  th inks  like, "I 'm going 

to go a n d  I ' m  g o i n g  to s e t  a w o r l d  

record, '  " he  said. "We sit down and I 

say, ' I  expect  you to do this, this and this 

because  you 've  t ra ined here,  here  and 

here. '  

" H e r  response  is, ' D o  you th ink  I 

can do that? '  

"I say, 'Yes, I do. '  

~She says, 'OK. I will.' " 

A world record? 

OK. I will. 

" I t  s a trait that  successful people  in 

any  face t  of  l i fe  have , "  B u r k o t t  said. 

" W h e t h e r  you ' re  a lawyer or a doctor,  

you  h a v e  a v i s ion ,  and  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  

that ' s  someth ing  you teach somebody."  

At the  pool where  McKenna ' s  club 

t e a m  t ra ins  in K u t z t o w n  is a s i g n - - a  

poster-board, actually. On it are newspa- 

pe r  c l ipp ings  and  p ic tu res  of  Wagner ,  

tracing her  career from novice to world 

champion.  

" S h e  d o e s n ' t  k n o w  it  e x i s t s , "  

M c K e n n a  sa id .  " S h e ' d  p r o b a b l y  be  

embarrassed."  

M c K e n n a  u se s  t h e  p o s t e r  as an 

i n s p i r a t i o n  to his  y o u n g  s w i m m e r s ,  

many of  whom are the  age Allison was 

w h e n  she  began.  At the  bo t tom of  the  

pos te r  in large c o m p u t e r  p r i n tou t  is a 
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HOW THEY TRAIN: A//iso z Wagner 
By Coach Kevin Thorn ton ,  Florida Aquatics Swim T e a m  (FAST)  

I 

All ison Wagner  with Coach Kevin  Thonl ton  

.MORNING W O R K O ( ? T  
Long Course Meters  
(Nov. 11, 1993) 

4x  (4 x 50 free drill on :50 
4 x 50 back drill on :50 
500 kick on 8:45, descend 1 through 4 
2x  100:50 back, 50 Free on 1:30) 

3 x 1500 Cumberland Special on 21:20, descend 1-3 
500 free 
400 IM Allison did: 
300 breast 1.20:12 
200 back 2.19:28 
100 fly 3.18:47 

100 easy 

20 x 50 breast pull on 1:00 

TOTAL: 10,000 meters 

A F T E R N O O N  W O R K O [ ' T  
Short  Course Yards 
(Nov. 18, 1993) 

2x  (5 x 100 drill on 1:30, 1 of each stroke, 1 IM 
16 x 25 kick on :25) 

3x 

Al l i son ' s  g roup  

swims  12 workou t s  pe r  

w e e k  d u r i n g  the  school  

year.  T h e  yardage  is an 

important part of the pro- 

gram bu t  t he  r e q u i r e d  

intensity is never compro- 

mised .  F lor ida  Aqua t i c s  

has had, and continues to 

have ,  many  grea t  swim-  

mers who have set a very 

high standard for workout 

pertbrmance. 

It seems to be a big 

a d v a n t a g e  for y o u n g e r  

swimmers to hear stories of 

such s t a n d o u t s  as T r a c v  

C a u l k i n s ,  T a m i  Bruce ,  

Julia Gorman and Nicole  

Haislett. and the intensity 

with ~hich they trained in 

order to achieve greatness. 

Our  goal now is~o try to 

rise to that level and con- 

tinue the proud tradition of 

Florida Aquatics. 

(300 intervals on 3:45 on 3:15 on 3:30 
200 by on 2:20 on 2:30 on 2:10 
100 rounds on 1:05 on 1:10 on 1:15) 

3,300 freestyle for time 
Allison did 33:57 (the 1650s were 17:10/16:47) 

2 x (6 x 50 breast drill on :55 
1 x 150 breast on 2:15) 

TOTAL: 7,800 yards 

six-word slogan: "'So, r e m e m b e r  swim- 

mers, anyth ing  is possible." 

On  Dec.  5, 1993, W a g n e r  p roved  

that  true. She had finished second in the 

400 IM to Dai several days before, and 

though she set her  first American record, 

the  voice T h o r n t o n  heard  at the  o the r  

end of the t e l ephone  that  day was not a 

happy voice. 

"'I th ink I was more focused in the  

200 IM because  I concen t r a t ed  on my 

own race," she said. "I th ink I wanted to 

win the gold more because I got the sil- 

ver in the  400." 

T h e n ,  s h e  ca l l ed  he r  coach  and  

wondered  if it was OK. Don' tyou under- 

stand? It's not ~e'hat others do. It's not how 

others are judged. The)' don't  know ~:'hat 1 

can do. My coach arm I kno~ ~ ~hat  I can do. 

" T h a t  u n i q u e n e s s  c a n ' t  g e t  

spoi led ,"  T h o r n t o n  said. "I t h ink  that  

will allow her to cont inue to improve for 

m a y b e  two or t h r ee  more  years. T h a t  

purity, that  unaffected way she is, that  

should allow for constant  improvement ."  

It is a few minutes  before Wagner  is 

to come  in for an interview.  T h o r n t o n  

has  s p e n t  t he  last  ha l f  hou r  t ry ing  to 

explain to the  unini t ia ted what makes a 

16-year-old girl a world champion,  what  

makes  her  care little about  her  compet i -  

tors and  e v e r y t h i n g  a b o u t  the  task at 

hand.  Abou t  t raining.  Abou t  fol lowing 

instructions. 

He shrugs. He hopes  it has translat- 

ed. He doubts  it has. How could it? I 
a l m o s t  d o n ' t  k n o w  h o w  to say it,  

because  I have no reference for it," he 

said. 

No t  that  there  a ren ' t  expectat ions.  

Not  that  she doesn ' t  strive to be bet ter  

than the rest. Those  are just  part of the 

e x p e c t a t i o n s .  S h e  r e m e m b e r s  w h a t  

T h o r n t o n  told he r  be fo re  she  left  for 

Spain. 

"Righ t  before  I left, Kevin yel led 

o u t  t h e  door ,  " C o m e  b a c k  w i t h  two 

world r ecords ' - - tha t  was a goal, but  my 

main goal for that  mee t  was to get more 

international exper ience."  

She got a world record, not to men-  

tion the experience.  She smiles, and you 

n o t i c e  she  s t i l l  has  b r ace s .  A wor ld  

r e c o r d .  Braces .  S h e ' s  16, a n d  t h e  

f u t u r e - - W o r l d  C h a m p i o n s h i p s ,  t h e  

Olympics, more world r ecords - - seem as 

bright as her  recent  past. 

You th ink  that ' s  OK? • 
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