Interview with Evelyn Halls for Women in Sport – Mentors

*How old were you when you first started fencing (can you describe the circumstances?)?

I started fencing when I was about 10, in Grade 5 at primary school. It was offered as an extra-curricular activity at school and my younger sister (Joanna) was very keen to start. Unfortunately, they needed 10 kids for the class to go ahead and at that point they only had 9 .... so my parents volunteered me, against my wishes .... 20 years later, I'm still fencing (and so is Jo)!!

*What did you think of fencing when you were younger?

Basically, I hated it - I  turned up to the classes every week, signed my name on the attendance register and left as soon as I could. I was very uncoordinated and had already been placed in remedial phys ed classes at school, and sport wasn't really my thing. I much preferred sewing clothes for my dolls, reading and playing chess. It soon became abundantly clear that I had no talent at fencing and I didn't enjoy being used as target practice by the other girls - particularly Jo, who although 14 months younger than me, invariably won our matches. Many of my earliest fencing memories involve finishing dead last in U/12 competitions. My dislike of fencing continued unabated for the next 4 years - I desperately wanted to quit and take up a more normal sport (like tennis, for example) but was discouraged by my parents ...

*When did you decide to start taking fencing seriously? How did you go about doing this?
An interesting question - it all depends what you mean by "seriously" ...... ........... when I was 14, I realised that going to club training nights and fencing competitions was a good way to meet boys, so I started to take that seriously ..... ..... when I was about 15, I finally started beating my sister, so that gave me some encouragement ..... ..... when I was 16, I took up epee for the first time and won the Junior and Senior National titles in the same year, which gave me a taste for winning ... ..... over the next few years, I went to 3 World Junior Championships (best result: 19th in the Epee in 1990) and 2 Senior World Championships ... 

However, looking back over those years, I don't think I was ever taking fencing seriously because I wasn't prepared to put in the time, effort and commitment required to achieve top-class results. However, that changed for me in 1993, on the day Sydney was awarded the 2000 Olympics. It's strange, because participating in a home-town Olympics was never really that much of a motivator for me. But although the IOC's choice of Sydney was not in itself significant, it operated as a catalyst for me. At the time, I was nearing the end of my university degree and starting to apply for jobs, and I realised that I would have to decide how much of a priority fencing was going to be in my life. I decided that I wanted to see what I could achieve in the sport and find out whether I had the ability to succeed at an international level. However, I also decided that if I couldn't show results relatively quickly, I would go back to fencing as a hobby and concentrate on my law career.  So once I finished uni, I took a year off and trained and competed full time on the international circuit. At that time, I was fencing foil. In addition to fencing training 5 times a week, I completed 3 morning sessions per week, which concentrated solely on footwork, strength and plyometric work, and another 3 sessions per week of aerobic conditioning. However, after a year on the foil World Cup circuit, I had not achieved any significant results and was starting to wonder whether it was all worth it. 

Then a second significant event occurred .... Towards the end of 1995, I was selected to compete at the World University Games in Fukuoka, Japan. Although I considered myself a foilist, I also entered the epee event, for extra experience. After bombing out in the first round of the foil, I finished 9th in the epee, an outstanding result in a tough competition. I realised that, no matter how much I thought I enjoyed foil, I much preferred winning .... and so an epeeist was born. From that point on, I trained seriously in epee, following my dream of achieving international success through an intensive training and competition program.
*What were some of the experiences and lessons you learned along the way to becoming an elite fencer?

I've learnt so much along the way (and am still learning !!), that it's hard to know where to start. In no particular order, here are some ideas which I think are important if you want to improve your fencing: 
· There is no substitute for hard work - if you want to become a better fencer, you need to train hard - there is no other way. A lot of Australia's top senior and junior fencers think they're already training hard, but if you compare our training programs to those of international fencers, as well as other Australian athletes who are at the top of their sports (eg swimming, cycling, hockey), our efforts pale into insignificance.
· Good training is about both quality and quantity - both are necessary, neither is sufficient. Quantity of training is important to develop your strength and practice your skills and technique. One of the challenges in fencing is being able to respond to an infinite variety of situations and opponents - I believe that every bout you fence at training gives you more experience in dealing with the challenges you will face in competition. I also believe you should push yourself to fence on when you are tired - if you can maintain your technique when physically challenged, it is much more likely to stand up under the strain of competition. Quality of training is also important - I try to constantly analyse the areas of my fencing I should be working on - what are my weak points ? Why am I losing bouts ? I think it's important to use every bout at training to work on specific goals, to make sure I get the most out of my training time.

· Remember the big picture - for every individual, fencing will play a different role - for some it will be a hobby, for others an obsession, for a few perhaps even a career. The main thing is to discover what's right for you. If you do decide to pursue fencing at an international level, you need to find a way to make it fit together with the rest of your life. It's no secret that a successful fencing career doesn't lead to a life of fame and fortune, but it is possible to balance the demands of sport with university studies and a career - provided you plan ahead. 

· On a personal level, I've also learnt to overcome the "cultural cringe" which tends to go with being an Australian fencer competing in Europe. When you start out, it's easy to look at the traditional fencing superpowers with their army of coaches, medicos, armourers and semi-professional athletes, and assume we can't compete. But I've always been proud of being Australian and have learnt to appreciate the advantages in coming from a non-traditional fencing nation - the independence and self-reliance developed from travelling and competing without a coach, the freedom to plan your own training program and the responsibility you're  forced to take for your fencing career. 

*What kind of training do you do now? (Can you describe a typical week?)
I do 5 fencing-specific training sessions a week (Monday to Thursday nights + Saturday mornings), which includes varying combinations of footwork, lessons, drills, free bouting and simulated competition. I also run an average of 6 kilometres 3 or 4 times per week (on the weekend or during lunchtime at work) , which provides me with base level aerobic fitness and also builds strength in my legs.

*How does all this training affect the rest of your life? e.g. work, social life etc?
I guess the most obvious effect is that I'm tired and sore all the time - if I'm not, then I know I should be training harder !! Sometimes it feels like all I ever do is work, train, eat and sleep, then get up and do it all over again. I do try to maintain some kind of social life, but it can be hard to go out and socialise, when I all you want to do is sleep. I'm fortunate that my fiance is a fencer too, and supports what I'm doing 110% ....

*How does being an elite fencer affect your life - e.g. what kinds of sacrifices have you had to make along the way?

I suppose the most obvious sacrifice is in terms of my career - essentially, I've ended up 2 or 3 years behind where I could have been, had it not been for fencing. Of course the financial sacrifices have also been significant - trying to fund 3 or 4 overseas trips a year is not easy, particularly as it's not possible to work full-time and compete successfully at the top international level. I suppose there is also a significant sacrifice of time and energy involved in constant training and competition - most particularly, time spent alone in hotel rooms in far-flung corners of the globe. At the end of the day, however, I don't regret for a moment any of the sacrifices I've made - I've chosen to pursue fencing because I love it - the sport itself, the training (mostly !!), the competitions and especially the challenge of trying to compete with the best in the world. There's nothing else I would prefer to be doing ....
*What are some of the most rewarding aspects of being an elite fencer?

Undoubtedly, some of the most rewarding times have been when I have achieved significant international results - so far, I've won 9 World Cup medals. I value these results more than any titles I've won, mainly because of the quality of the competitions involved. However, I find it equally rewarding whenever I manage to make small improvements to my fencing - particularly, any time I can change bad habits which have been ingrained for a number of years. On a more immediate level, there are few things more satisfying in a bout (whether at club, national or international level) than successfully analysing what your opponent is doing, determining an appropriate strategy, executing it effectively and scoring a hit !

*What's the best advice you can give someone who wants to become an elite fencer?

· Train hard - there's no magic formula and no short-cuts to success. The only way to get the most out of yourself is to commit to an intensive training regime and follow it day in, day out - there are plenty of times when you will be tired, disillusioned or just plain bored, but you have to persevere. In particular, I believe there is no substitute for constant bouting - you need to be able to win bouts in competition, so it's what you need to practice in training. Fence everyone - particularly those fencers who are better than you, and those whose style you find awkward. Be realistic about your results - it's easy to get excited about initial success, particularly in a country like Australia which has a small fencing community. However, if you want to get better, it's important to keep in mind how far you still have to go and how much you need to improve. Good results should act as a motivation to train harder, not as an excuse to slack off. Don't try to disguise bad results – accept your performance for what it is and try to learn something from the experience.
· Focus on improvement - a lot of people make the mistake of focusing on obtaining particular results, or gaining selection for particular teams. I believe if you focus on improving your fencing and getting a little bit better at everything you do, then the results will take care of themselves (as will selection ...). Making a team may give you the opportunity to achieve your goals, but should never be treated as a goal in itself.

*What do you say to people who claim you have to live overseas to become a 'contender' in World Cup competitions?

This has been a common argument I've heard throughout my fencing career, and I hope that what I've already achieved has gone some small way to proving it wrong. Living overseas was an option I considered and rejected. Since then, I've achieved success in World Cup through a program of living and training in Australia, supplemented by regular trips to Europe for competition. At the same time, there are many, many Australian fencers who have lived overseas for several years at a time, without any showing any significant improvement in their results. I think it's partly the "cultural cringe" factor at work. Also, people are too quick to focus on the disadvantages living in Australia entails (distance from Europe, lack of top level training partners etc) and overlook the benefits (the stability of being at home, a (greater) chance of sympathetic employers, the freedom to guide your own training, the benefit of your personal coach and so on). They also forget that living overseas brings with it certain disadvantages - from day to day difficulties with visas, language and employment opportunities to more specific fencing-related problems. These include the difficulty in finding a coach who will give you the same level of support they provide to fencers from their own country. While there are many international coaches who will happily take on foreign students for the chance of a little extra income, their degree of commitment to you may vary - this is not an indictment on the coaches involved - merely a reflection on the economic reality that the income of many European coaches and clubs depends at least in part on the performance of their fencers in national and international competitions. Non-Australian friends of mine training overseas have also found that while you may be welcome as long as you are not considered a threat, once you start beating the home-town heroes, things can change pretty quickly. This is not to say that training overseas can never be beneficial - I think the mistake people make is thinking that it's some kind of panacea, or assuming that a shift overseas will automatically lead to improvements. I also believe that the only way to generate further success for Australian fencing is to build strong, committed training squads of fencers who can all help each other improve - this becomes less likely once you have fencers scattered all over the world.

*What are some of your favourite fencing memories?

My favourite memory is of my first really big international result - 2nd in a World Cup in Budapest in May 1997. I had only been fencing epee seriously for 18 months, and I was as surprised as everyone else to find myself progressing steadily through the competition. I think in a way I was lucky in that I never really stopped to think about how well I was doing – I just focussed with a steely-eyed determination on what was in front of me, and on extending my arm in a simple counter-attack, which was basically the only move I could do at the time (some would argue not much has changed ...). I beat one big name after another, until eventually I made the top 4 ...... The final was fenced in a big hall on a 1.5 m high raised piste in front of a sizeable crowd and huge (and really hot) TV lights. When it was over and I had finished second, the media completely ignored the Hungarian girl who had won the event and focussed entirely on me - the unknown from Australia who had unexpectedly hit the big time. In my halting Hungarian, I tried to answer their questions, but struggled to make them understand that I really was a genuine Aussie, born and bred in Melbourne and training at a small club in Richmond (they kept asking me where I really trained !!!)

*What are some of your best results (or what makes you most proud?)?

Best results: 9 World Cup medals, 20th at Olympics, 2 X Commonwealth champion (team and individual) Best ever ranking: 12th 
I know it sounds cliched, but I've always been really proud to fence for Australia. If I ever need inspiration, I just look at the "AUS" on the back of my fencing jacket, and know that I'm representing the best country in the world .....

*What do you love about fencing?

I love the fact that you can always find something different and interesting in the sport ... the way you can go to training every night, fence the same people and yet discover new things ..... I love the combination of mental and physical skills - the mix of speed, strength, intelligence and athleticism which defines a top fencer .... I love the primeval nature of competing one on one against your opponent, with only a weapon and your wits for protection .... I love the subtle nuances of timing and distance which define the world of epee .... I love the cut-throat nature of international competition which brings together the best in the world in direct elimination competitions, with no second chances ... I love (and hate) the fact that it's so damn difficult and there's always so much to improve .... 
