Making a Splash 
(September 17, 2007) 

“You get used to the nose plugs.”

Not the average remark made by a first-year U of T Mississauga student…but then, Jennifer Knobbs is no ordinary scholar.

The 18-year-old psychology student, who is also in the forensic sciences program, has a second life—one that sometimes requires training for up to nine hours a day. 

	


Knobbs is a competitive synchronized swimmer, and spent the past summer as a member of the junior national team. Although she was chosen in the first round of athletes to join the national team that will compete at the Beijing Olympics in 2008, Knobbs decided to put off her Olympic aspirations for another four years, giving her time to pursue university and hone her athletic skills. While at U of T Mississauga, Knobbs will take a reduced course load to balance the strain of her athletic endeavours.

And there’s no question that she’s a natural athlete. At the age of seven, Knobbs had already completed all of her swimming badges and was learning diving, gymnastics and dance. The first time she saw synchronized swimming on television, she immediately recognized it as a perfect blend of what she already loved to do. “It’s such a beautiful sport—I love the elegance.”

With the help of her “extremely supportive” family (her father is a former member of the National Ballet of Canada), Knobbs began to train. By high school was attending a high-performance program, where she trained from 6 a.m. to 11 a.m., then headed to class until the end of the day. It was exhausting but exhilarating work for the young athlete, and she admits that she’s developed good time management skills. An Oakville resident, Knobbs trained with the Olympium Synchronized Swimming club for 11 years and now works with Sheilagh Croxon, a coach who has taken Canada to two Olympic Games, capturing a bronze medal. Knobbs now trains out of the Granite Club, and also works with a personal trainer, a swim coach, and takes dance classes. 

Synchronized swimming was developed in the early 1900s in Canada, and became an official Olympic sport in 1984. Sculls, or movements used to propel the body, are the most essential part to synchronized swimming. They are combined with one or more body positions as part of a routine set to music. Swimmers compete individually (solo), in pairs (duets) or as a team. Competitors wear custom swimsuits and headpieces, usually elaborately decorated, and while the costume and music are not judged directly, they factor into the overall performance and artistic impression. 

The highly artistic sport—when done well—looks effortless, but behind the coordination and choreography are hours of practice and phenomenal physical endurance. “A lot of people think it’s really easy and you just float in the water, but it’s so hard,” says Knobbs. “I heard at a competition that it’s like running the 100-metre dash under the water while holding your breath. Some days you can’t walk afterwards.”

This year, Knobbs’ priority is school, and determining what aspect of psychology she plans to study. Next year, however, she will probably move to Montreal—where the national team is based—to begin the process of training for the Olympics.

And while Knobbs is now a “carded” athlete, holding a bronze classification from the federal government, she admits that it’s challenging to maintain an athletic career. Synchronized swimming is an expensive sport; money goes to travel costs, coaches, renting pool space and buying costumes (Knobbs’ last solo competition suit cost $300.)

“You know how hockey teams get millions of dollars? It’s not like that at all,” says Knobbs. “It’s mostly for the love of the sport. If you really love it…you’ve just got to do it! I’m a very big performer—that’s what I love about swimming. Especially solo—when you go out and perform in front of the judges, you just give a show.”

And as for the nose plugs? “At first I didn’t like them, but now it’s second nature. I don’t really feel it anymore.”

