Paralympian Has Impaired Sight but Strong Focus on Success

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

CARY, N.C. (AP) — Tucker Dupree swims straight into darkness every time he leaps into the pool. And yet, despite the disease that has robbed him of much of his sight, he could not feel any more at home than he does when he is in the water training to be a Paralympic champion. 

“This pool stays the same length,” he said. “The walls don’t move.” 

With each lap and stroke, Dupree ignores the black hole where his central vision used to be. Armed with only his peripheral sight, he is driven by the feeling that came with representing his country in the Paralympics two years ago in Beijing and doing it again in London in 2012. 

He is competing in next month’s long-course world championships in the Netherlands. Then, instead of returning to his native North Carolina, he will head to Colorado Springs as one of a handful of Paralympic swimmers selected to live and train full-time at the United States Olympic Training Center. 

The memory of being a slightly overwhelmed 19-year-old who failed to make the podium in Beijing in his first major international competition seems distant. Now Dupree is stronger and more seasoned after winning five medals and setting two world records in his classification at last year’s short-course world championships in Rio de Janeiro. 

He is clearly not hiding from the high expectations that now follow him. He proudly wears a tattoo of U.S.A. and the Olympic rings on the back of his left shoulder for all to see. 

“I expect big things out of him,” said Dave Thomas, the United States Paralympics’ associate director of high-performance swimming. “The bottom line is I’m expecting him to be a star come London. Obviously, it hasn’t scared him because he’s still coming out here.” 

Dupree has remained focused more on what he can do in the pool than the vision he has lost to Leber’s hereditary optic neuropathy, a rare disease that can cause the loss of central sight. He overcomes that with a steadily positive outlook and a test swim around any unfamiliar pool before training or competitions. 

“When you’re in here four hours a day, with sight for three years, you get the hang of it,” Dupree said. “A lot of people ask me, ‘How do you swim if you’re that blind?’ It’s stroke count. Count your strokes. Every time, I know there’s 33 strokes each length. If I’m getting tired, I’ll add a couple in there.” 

Dupree said he first noticed a problem with his left eye when he awoke one morning in October 2006 and could not focus on a sticker on his bedroom closet door. That dark spot in the center of his vision steadily expanded, although his right eye did not have the same problem until a day in February 2007. 

On that day, he noticed he could not focus on the stoplight while driving home from school and made it home by staying in the flow of traffic. 

Once there, Dupree, then a high school senior, pulled the driver’s license out of his wallet and knew he would never be behind the wheel again. 

“I think that’s the point where I accepted it,” he said. “I really realized this is real. I can’t fight it anymore. I was kind of pushing it away for a long time. But that’s where I had to say, I can’t do anything about it.” 

The illness forces him to rely on parents and friends to get back and forth to training at the Triangle Aquatic Center or bring his cellphone within an inch or two of his face to read the larger font on messages. Although swimming initially offered an escape, the disease also opened another door for Dupree — who swam in high school and went on to compete briefly at Gardner-Webb — when he learned about the Paralympics. 

“It lit a fire under him in a positive way,” said Kit Raulerson, the coach of the Raleigh Swimming Association who has worked with Dupree for about four years. “Not only was it not taken away, it actually became something more. It became more than a hobby. It became almost a vocation at the end.” 

At last year’s short-course championships, Dupree won a gold medal, two silvers and two bronzes. He enters next month’s long-course championships first in his classification of the International Paralympic Committee world rankings for the 100-meter backstroke. He ranks in the top five in five other categories. 

It was quite an improvement from Beijing, when Dupree’s best finish was fourth in the 400 freestyle. That leap is part of why Thomas has such high hopes for what Dupree can accomplish with the intensive training he will receive in Colorado leading to the United States team trials in the spring of 2012. 

“In Beijing, he was still a boy,” Thomas said. “It’s like taking a high school kid and say, ‘O.K., you’re going to play in the N.F.L.’ It’s not bound for success. 

“Now he’s older. He’s stronger. And we’ve got to give him all the tools to compete with the men he’s competing against, who are in essence full-time professional athletes.” 

Things are about to become more intense for Dupree. He says he is ready. 

“It’s the point where it’s a dream,” Dupree said. “I’ve traveled the world. Without swimming, I wouldn’t have done any of that. I’d just be a normal college kid in school.” 

