
Rio 2016: How two Aussie sporting legends inspired 

Olympic gold medallist Mack Horton 

 

Australia's Mack Horton wins the Mens 400m Final on DAY 1 of the swimming at the Rio 2016 Olympic 

Games. Picture. Phil Hillyard 

Todd Balym, The Courier-Mail 

 

TWO of Australia’s most successful sportsmen – Murray Rose and John Bertrand – inspired Mack 

Horton’s stunning Olympic Games victory to become our first 400m freestyle champion since Ian Thorpe 

in 2004. 

Horton revealed after he conquered the man he dubbed a “drug cheat”, China’s Sun Yang, that he was 

motivated to desensitise the reigning Olympic champ by reducing him from name to a derogatory title. 

It was the same tactic used by Bertrand in the 1983 America’s Cup when he referred to Team USA’s 

yacht as the “red boat” 

But even though Horton issued his statement between the heat and final, he still needed one last piece 

of motivation to swim to his epic victory — and that came in the form of the handwritten letter from 

Rose’s widow Jodi. 



Mack Horton in the final of the Men’s 400m Freestyle. Picture: Alex Coppel 

With her words of reflection about Rose and his stunning career – which included victory in the same 

event at the 1956 and 1960 Olympics – Horton was able to go out and slay Sun by just 0.13 seconds to 

win in 3:41.55. 

“It was actually from Jodi Rose, Murray Rose’s wife, and the one line I remember is her saying that 

before every major race Murray would get butterflies and the nerves and what I’m feeling before I go 

into that race is exactly the same as every great swimmer before me,” Horton said. 

“So that actually kind of gave me a bit of confidence today because you have a lot of time between 

heats and finals to think about what’s about to happen so I just kind of reflected on everyone else that 

has been in the same boat basically. 

“I think to win a gold medal at an international meet like this you have to be confident, anyone in that 

pool can basically win it’s just who believes they can do it the most. 

“I believed that I could win it the most.” 



Australia's Mack Horton shakes hands with Sun Yang after his win. Picture: Phil Hillyard 

Dolphins head coach Jacco Verhaeren said Horton told him about an hour after his victory that he 

instinctively felt something special was going to happen in the pool before his final. He’d talked the talk 

and was ready to walk the walk. 

“I think before the race even started he felt really, really confident otherwise you don’t do that,” 

Verhaeren said. 

“Sometimes athletes simply know they’re going to do something special. We cannot predict outcomes 

but sometimes athletes know inside and this was a day for Mack to know that. 

“He just said that to me, he knew what he was going to do he was so convinced. It’s wonderful to see 

that, you see an athlete in flow. 

“It’s not something you just take off the shelf, it’s built in. I think the process of winning here today 

started when he lost in Kazan (world titles). 

“Immediately he knew, his coach knew, we all knew he had to work on it to make things better here.” 

It’s a huge victory for Horton because it was only two years ago that he had the dream to chase 400m 

glory. 

Previously only focussed on the 1500m race, Horton felt a 3:45 at the Australian selection trials for the 

Commonwealth Games in 2014 had opened the door to a new world of possibility in the pool. 



Australia's Mack Horton with his Gold medal after winning the the Mens 400m Final. Picutre: Phil 

Hillyard. 

His best time remains over a full second behind Thorpe, but that mark is clearly in his sights. 

“(Racing 400m freestyle) kind of just happened, the same way swimming just happened and the 1500 

just happened,” he said. 

“Obviously to go into a race and win a gold medal you have to believe you can do it. The belief was 

always there I could do it, it just worked out. 

“I think the first time I went 3:44 or 3:45 I knew I had a lot more to give and if I did a little bit more work 

around the 400m I could make big shifts. That was 2014 or so. 

“It’s pretty insane (to be first Australian to win since Thorpe). I’m still not quite as quick as Thorpie but 

hopefully one day I can get there.” 

 

Originally published as How Aussie sporting legends inspired Horton 
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