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Sometimes people ask me, “Why Prince-
ton? Why did you go to an Ivy League school
when we're sure you had the opportunity to gar-
ner a scholarship from a school with a big-time
swimming pregram?” The truth is, | wasn't
offered swimming scholarships to a lot of
schools. As a high school senior in '83, I had
qualified for senior nationals, but I hadn't really
done anything outstanding at the meet. I didn't
think I was going to continue to swim after col-
lege, and I wanted to make sure I got the best
education possible. Stanford was one option. I'd
been accepted there, but the two scholarships
they had were going to Jeff Kostoff and Pabio
Morales. I could understand that, My father had
gone to Princeton. I loved the school and
respected the coach. A national team coach
once teld me that swimming for Princeton
would reduce my chances of ever swimming at
the very top level of the sport. But I thought
Princeton had a great swimming program; cer-
tainly, it provided the level] of competition I was
ready for at the time. There were a fair number
of senior national qualifiers in the Ivy League,
though not necessarily national champions or
even finalists. Overall, Princeton was right for
me, And right from all angles.

Similar to the emotional growth that swim-
ming provided during my adolescence, swim-
ming gave me a stronger sense of identity at
Princeton. It made me stand out. Because |
swarn, [ was different from my classmates, Also,
I was successful at college swimming, and that
helped me stand out even more. At a dual meet
with Columbia in the fall of my freshman year,
my coach, Rob Orr, for whom I have the great-
est respect, scored the meet out; Rob came over
to me and said, “Dan, if we're going to win this
meet, you're going to have to swim the 1000 free
and the 200 free” (which are back-to-back events
in the college dual meet schedule) “and win
both.” I looked at him in utter amazement and
said, with as much scorn as I could manage,
“You're nuts! How am [ going to swim the 1000,
then get right back up on the blocks and win the
2007 Somebody else is going to have to pull
through.” Rob just smiled and said, “Well, I've
been watching you train...” and, basically, he
went on to feed me a line which, of course, [
bought. I swam and wen both events, That day
stands out as one of the high points of my col-

lege swimming career,

Competing at the conference meets for the
Ivy League Championships, [ won the high-point
award three of my four vears at Princeton. In my
junior year, David Berkoff was seeded first in
the finals of the 200 backstroke. If [ were to win
the high-point, I had to win that race. My win-
ning also meant that Princeton would beat Har-

vard for the team title. It was one of those pres-

sure swims! Even though I {ried to downplay the
importance of the race, I realized what was at
stake. | wasn't swimming just for myself: I was
swimming for my teammates, My win affected
the whole Princeton team, and I felt a greater
sense of pride because it did. To me, dual meets
were important, conference championships
were important, NCAAs were important, as were
school pride and school spirit. But, at the heart
of everything was the fact that I was swimming
with my college team, and we were trying to
accomplish something together—whereas in
other contexts, I had been out there swimming
for myself. As important as the feeling of cama-
raderie had been when I was growing up, it was
even more important in college. In college,
you're training with a group of young men and
women who are going through exactly the same
things you are. When you go to a meet, you're
all part of a team, and you want to work together
to achieve the team’s goals. Participation and
teamwork were really important to me, and the
paybacks for feeling that way were extraordi-
nary. So many great and lasting friendships
evolved from my years in college swimming!
Dermon F. Quinn was a Princton graduate
who was killed in World War 1. He left a trust
that sponsors an annual award for the Princeton
swimmer who best demonstrates the qualities of
dedication and intensity in practice and at
meets. I won that award in each of my four years
and was the first swiminer ever to have done so.
I'm more proud of that than of any specific colle-
giate swim. Also, I'm proud of the fact that, at
my graduation, I was honored as the outstand-
ing athlete in my class and that I graduated with
honors in economics, Although I don’t take a lot
of personal pride in what { do in the water, I do
take a lot of pride in the amount of work that
stands behind each swim, Over the vears, ['ve
discussed that idea repeatedly with Brent Lang.
Brent swam for the University of Michigan and
was on the '88 Olympic team with me: we've
talked a great deal about what swimming has
meant to us and about what's important and
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what's not. We've agreed that what’s important

is not necessarily a fast time. What's important

is what helps us grow as people and helps devel-

op qualities in us that we recognize as good.
© That's the primary reward for all the work and
the long hours and everything that we've put
into the sport,

My choice of Princeton was vindicated in
every possible way, but in none more meaning-
ful than in my good fortune at having Rob Qrr
for my coach. Rob is a special man. He's the
kind of coach who cares for his swimmers as
people, first, and as swimmers, second. I've seen
s0 many coaches along the way who get so
wrapped up in performances and times that they
lose sight of their swimmers as people. Rob
never did, It was important to him that my
schoolwork was going well. He made it plain
that the priorities were academics, swimming,
then social life, He even gave the priorities an
acronym: the Rob Orr “ass” principle. Rob was
the first coach | considered a friend. As I grew
up, my coaches were authority figures, hnt |
thought of Rob as more on the level of his swim-
mers, Having been an outstanding swimmer at
USC himself, he understood the way a swimmer
thinks about swimming.

THINK BIG PICTURE

Since the summer of '85 was lost to mono, |

didn’t have the chance to show that my perfor-

mance at the ‘84 Olympic Trials was, in fact, a

sign that I'd taken a step up to a new level. The

World Championship Trials in Orlando in '86

gave me that chance. Winning both the 100 and

200 meter backstrokes in Orlando was definitely

192 a highlight in my swimming career. I don't

remember too much about my swims, however.
What 1 do remember was being interviewed by
Rowdy Gaines for ESPN immediately after the
finals of the 200 backstroke. | guess I still didn't
quite have my priorities in order. Perhaps I was
in transition, still thinking of myself as a new-
comer, but a newcomer on the way to becoming
a regular member of the U.S. national team.

and moved to Boca Raton to train with Mark
Schubert at Mission Bay. My goal was to make
the Olympic team in '88 in the 200 meter back-
stroke. The most difficult thing I had to deal
with over the ensuing 14 months was that every-
thing was going to come down to two minutes at
about 7:30 p.m. on the 4th of August, 1988 1
tried not to look at it that way, however. Instead,
I told myself, “I don't know what's going to hap-
pen at the Olympic Trials, but between now and
the day of the race, I'm going to have a range of
wonderful opportunities that I'd miss out on if I
were not making this commitment.” [ tried to
set myself up for satisfaction either way. That's
not always an easy thing to do. But it’s far
preferable to going forward with an “all-or-noth-
ing” attitude. I didn’t want to be in the position
of saying to myself, “I'm going to train these 14
months exclusively to make this team. If I make
it, then that’s everything, but if [ don't, then I'm
going to be crushed.” You can’t do that to your-
self. It's not fair. Fortunately, [ qualified for the
Olympic team. But had I not, I think I'd have
been able to handle that pretty well, too.

For me, there’s a nice contrast between the
'84 and the '88 Olympic Trials. In '84, I'd been
the unknown, “Dan Vefch.” In '88, the people at
the meet knew who I was and how to prenounce
my name. All the other swimmers in the back-
stroke finals were, to varying degrees, ina posi-
tion similar to the position I'd occupied in '84.
They all were new to Olympic Trials competi-
tion. Thus, many of them reminded me of
myself in "84—really nervous, really upset. | was
pretty confident going into the race. As 1
marched out, my teammates launched into a
cheer, “Let's go, Big Dog!,” since at the time,
“Big Dog” was my nickname. I pretended to
bark at them, and they were laughing. I was
laughing, too. In the race itself, 1 don’t think |
was ever behind. Going down the third length, !
was thinking, “This could be the last swim of my
life?” All of a sudden, I started thinking about all
this other stuff. As a result, the 150 was there
before I knew it. Then, ! realized that David
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