What running did you do at school?

I went to Magill Primary School and Norwood Morialta High School. I remember people thought I was pretty quick back in my Primary School days but, when it came around to the sports days in Years 8 to 10, I usually took the day off instead! I did get noticed in Year 11 when we all had to do a beep test and, after doing alright in that, my PE teacher talked me into running all the events at the sports day. I went in everything from the 100 to the 3k and I won every race I went in. I didn’t go to the interschool athletics competitions that year but, after I took out all the races again in Year 12, I ran in one interschool competition. It was after running there that I got asked to compete in the City vs Country meet and ran 50.7 seconds for 400 metres. Youngy saw me that day and, when he found out I hadn’t done much training, he asked me to come out and join his squad. It was the perfect timing when he rang me because I’m not sure if I would have considered it earlier or later.

What did Paul Young say to you when he first spoke to you?

He rang me at home one night to talk about the sport. He explained pro-running and also how fast he thought I could go. He told me about one runner who he had coached to run a 400 in 47 seconds and that was Chris Burckhardt. He was confident I could go faster than that. That didn’t mean a lot to me but he went on to say that would put me in a good position in regards to national rankings. I went out to training late in the winter of 2004 and it was a bit daunting being at training alongside big guys like Chris and Dunc (Duncan Tippins). I made friends with Ben Gregor and Hayden Cook early on, so that helped. Youngy didn’t pressure me early on and I didn’t train as often as I do now.

Did you have to give up any other sports to concentrate on athletics?

I was brought up playing cricket and footy. I played football for Sturt Under 17s when I was 15 but I was more passionate about my cricket. I was playing B grade cricket with Kensington when I was 15 as a quick bowler. They were looking for me to mature as a bowler so I didn’t go above B grade. I started getting back injuries as a 16 year old, which was pretty serious for someone at that age. I remember working my way back into B grade but I just couldn’t get the body right. I enjoyed being a part of a team when I was playing cricket but I wasn’t really going anywhere, so when the chance came to starting running, I took it. I can’t see myself going back to cricket – running is it. It comes to 4:30 every day now and that’s running training. I enjoy running more now than when I ever loved cricket. The guys I run with and the fitness level you have to be at make athletics the sport I want to concentrate on. I can see myself running for a long long time.

How did your first season go?

I came second at the League’s first meeting at Hallett Cove in a novice race there and loved the day – there was a great atmosphere and it had a good feel about it. After running at Hallett Cove, I competed at the All Schools State Championships and that’s where I ran 48.6 seconds for 400, even though I had spent a few days of partying before that during “Schoolies Week”. So I was surprised at how I went there and there were a few people after that who told me if I could run that time, after that preparation, then I had a big future. I won my first race in the Reynella 300 metre Under 20s which was great. I didn’t really understand the handicapping system back then but I do remember winning in the red. I went to Mount Gambier and the Bay Sheffield in December and was high on confidence. I won the 120 Novice at Mount Gambier and the 120 Restricted at the Bay. When I won the Restricted, I had all my mates down there and it was great. It made me start thinking how awesome it would be to win the Bay Sheffield. So it was at that moment that I set the goal to win it one day, although I didn’t realistically expect it to happen twelve months later. I set myself to have a really big winter preparation, going from training one or two times a week to six times a week.

Of the guys who trained alongside, who particularly inspired you?

Chris Burckhardt was awesome to train alongside in the gym during the winter – he works so hard. Leon Burckhardt has been great because he knows so much about conditioning and he is so good for advice. Duncan Tippins is brilliant for tips about running and starting techniques. These guys inspire me at training with their attitudes as well as their abilities. Seeing Duncan in action last season, when he won so many races, made me want to win races as a backmarker in the red like he so often did.

Was there another runner outside your club that you looked up to in your first season?

Josh Ross was brilliant at the Bay Sheffield and at Stawell. I’ll always remember seeing him win the Stawell Gift off scratch, with the crowd going quiet and the hush around the ground before the final. To see him pick up the other finalists and go on to win was amazing. I was hyped up for the seven-hour trip back to Adelaide after watching that. I would love one day to run off a small handicap in a big Gift and go past runners like he did, with the crowd screaming like it did that day.

What sort of winter training sessions did you do in 2005?

When Youngy first mentioned the speedball sessions he uses during the off-season, I thought to myself “how is that going to help you run faster”? However, he knew a lot more than me, so I went with it. The sessions included a series of speedball workouts (six sets of three minute rounds) as well as own body weight workouts (five sets of sit-ups, push-ups, dips, chin-ups, and squats). I must say that I did deviate from the normal program slightly, adding some weights to the training schedule. It meant I would train longer than most of the others to do this, except for Chris Burckhardt who would stay back with me to do the extra weights. I was surprised because you don’t do a lot of running. During the first six to eight weeks, there is no running at all apart from a few run-throughs. Then one night a week of interval training is introduced. As the season gets closer, more of the sessions are on the running track. I know that I’ve put on quite a bit of extra muscle compared to this time last year. When I first hit the track to do the 50-20-50s (sprint 50 metres, relax 20 metres, sprint 50 metres), I knew I had improved because I was running relaxed and beating the guys whom I had been struggling against the year before. I knuckled down, put everything into it and really looked forward to the season ahead. My aim was to win at Mount Gambier and then the Bay Sheffield. Other than do well at the pros, I also wanted to run under 48 seconds for 400 metres three times over and put myself in contention for the World Junior Championships.

How did the lead up to the Bay Sheffield go?

Mount Gambier didn’t go as I expected and I chocked up a bit in the final after running well in my heat. That was really disappointing, as I had set myself to win there, despite what some people have since suggested. While I was upset with my run, Keith’s effort to win was brilliant and that was an inspiration to me. I was able to get some confidence back at Plympton when I just won the Gift there in a three-way photo.

It seems you have run your best races at Colley Reserve – both in 2004 and then in 2005. What is it about the venue that you enjoy so much?

For some reason, I find an extra metre or two when I run there. If you look at Plympton this season, I finished alongside Jake Jervis-Bardy and Keith Sheehy but improved to run a couple of metres quicker than them the next week. It had something to do with the peaking as training revolved around the Bay Sheffield but it’s also the crowd at Colley Reserve – it has to lift you. The crowd included forty or fifty of my schoolmates, all cheering me on and many of them betting on me! The atmosphere of Colley Reserve is something else, with the crowd so close to the action.

What are your memories of the day of your Bay Sheffield win?

I went for a walk in the morning when I got up after going to bed early the night before. I drove down there with my best mate and tried to stay relaxed for the whole day. Staying relaxed certainly helped me to perform at my best. I had a routine that I stuck to before my heat and it worked, so I did that again for the semi and then the final. Part of the routine was reading Michael Johnson’s book about dealing with pressure and performing to your best. When I reached the final, I was just so happy to be there and I soaked it all up. My first aim had been to make the final and, when I won the semi in a fast time, I had this confidence about me. I knew that someone else would have to run the race of his life to beat me. I had been working on my starts at training because they were sometimes good and sometimes not so good. So I thought if I nailed my start, then they couldn’t catch me. I felt I took it all in and enjoyed the moment. When I got to the starting line, I concentrated on the gun and then just went for it.

How did you celebrate the win?

Straight after the race, I did all the interviews, which was different to anything I had experienced in the past. I loved it! It was great being on the TV, on the radio and in the paper. My parents grabbed my gear for me and looked after that, while I said hello to everyone that was there to congratulate me. About an hour after the race, I headed up to the Pier Hotel where our club had a room and I was made to have some water and food, which was a very good thing. After a few drinks, we went to The Grand and I saw all my mates from school. I remember first waiting in line and, after someone told the bouncers I had won the Bay Sheffield, they let me in. Something similar happened to my parents a little later and they got in as well. Little things like that made the night special. I didn’t have to buy a drink the whole time, as people wanted to shout me all night long. I thought the drinks would be on me but it was the opposite!

Why do you think 400 metres is your best distance?

There’s something I really like about running a 400. It takes that bit of guts and that last bit can really hurt. It is an aggressive race and I like attacking my running with that attitude. I guess it also is that I was brought into the sport as a 400 runner and have set my goals around running well over that distance. I obviously enjoy the shorter sprints as well but I can’t see myself running anything over 400, as 400s are hard enough!

What goals do you have in the sport?

In the pros, it would be to win another Bay Sheffield, as well as a Camden Classic. Obviously to win another Bay Sheffield would be a dream and I want to do it off a tight mark to prove I can do it. I would also love to win a Camden Classic, which is the biggest 400-metre race here. I remember first getting my nomination booklet, seeing a 400-metre race worth $5000 and thinking I wanted to win that. In the amateurs, my long-term aim is to run below 46 seconds for 400 and that would put me in the picture nationally. I think I have time on my side. My first aim is to make the Australian team for the World Junior Championships in 2006. The times between the top junior guys for the 400 are pretty tight and my best time is around the mark. They say it will come down to when we all race each other at Santos Stadium in April, with the first and second most likely to be chosen. So I’m now training with that in mind even though I’ve been dealing with a stress fracture of the fibula since early February. It doesn’t hurt when I run, it’s in between reps and sessions when I feel it. I saw Duncan Tippins train only once or twice a week with his bad Achilles before he came out and smashed most of his opposition at Mount Gambier. So, even though I know it’s not ideal, I know it can be done. The physio told me to end the season straight away but that’s not going to happen because I will only get one shot at the World Junior Championships. It will be a matter of training smart more than anything.

What are you doing away from athletics?

I’m at TAFE now, studying to be a personal trainer. The course goes for two years and I’m half way through it. Having Leon out at training has been great, as he has been helping me out with it. I might head to uni to do Human Movement later on but we’ll see how it goes. The first thing will be to get a job at a gym and that will fit in well with my running. In the meantime I am working for my dad who is a curator in preparing cricket pitches. It’s good money and I’m only needed 2 or 3 days a week. The other thing I do is coach the Year 10 cricket team at Immanuel College on Wednesday and Friday afternoons. That’s something I really enjoy.

With your dad working as a cricket pitch curator, was he disappointed when you chose to start running instead of playing cricket?

He is fully converted to athletics now. He loves running and is so passionate about it. He hardly ever misses one of my races. He knows all the runners and knows as much as me about the sport. I’ve been told from people that saw him that they have never seen my old man as happy as he was on the day that I won the Bay Sheffield. Having a bet on me helped him enjoy the win even more! He got involved in the lead up and we talked about my chances when I would come home at 8 o’clock at night from training during December. He loved it – it was one of his biggest days as well as mine.

What do you make of the handicapping system?

I like it because it gives others a chance to win. Otherwise Josh Ross would win the Bay Sheffield every year! However, it can still be very frustrating at times and hard to work out. But I guess that is what the sport is all about.

