
How many of you have heard this 
before? “90 percent of your power 
comes from the last 10 percent of your 
stroke.”

This is a true statement if you are 
swimming with the “S” pull pattern 
developed in the 1960s, which is still 
widely taught today.

With the “S” pull, the hand/
arm enters just inside the shoulder, 
sweeps out, then in, and finishes with 
a forceful push. To be fair, the only 
place where power can be applied in 
the “S” pull is at the very end of the 
stroke when the hand/arm is moving 
in a straight line. If you applied power 
earlier when the hand was “sweeping” 
in or out, you would wiggle down 
the pool.

For a more efficient and faster 
freestyle, try putting the umph near the 
front. When the umph occurs early in 
the stroke, the lats, pectorals, biceps 
and the large muscle groups all along 
the side of the body are used for power 
instead of the triceps, which is a very 
small muscle group.

Here is how you can put the umph 
near the front with these five easy tech-
nique tips.

START OUT WIDE
Put you arms up as if you were 

going do a pull-up. Look up. Where 

did you place your hands? You prob-
ably put them just outside your shoul-
der since this is where you have the 
most power and stability.

Apply this same principal to your 
pull by entering the water with a 
slightly wider-than-shoulder-width 
hand placement. Since swimming is 
not a one-size-fits-all sport, experi-
ment to find the “spacing” that is right 
for you.

EXTEND AND PAUSE
After the hand/arm enters the 

water, extend or shift the shoulder 
forward, then pause. This “extend and 
pause” lengthens the stroke, increases 
efficiency and allows you time to pre-
pare for the catch. When the pause 
is rushed or non-existent, the stroke 
is choppy, “mirror”-like—instead of 
a more efficient three-quarter catch-
up—and you just missed the setup for 
the power phase.

LIFT THE ELBOW
Begin the catch by passively bend-

ing or lifting the elbow. The hand, 
wrist and forearm work as one unit 
to achieve this high elbow catch. 
Imagine you are swimming over a 
very shallow reef—you lift the elbow 
to prevent your fingertips from scrap-
ing the coral. Or, try swimming in a 

shallow baby pool without touching 
the bottom. Keep the elbow near the 
surface and the fingers pointed at 
the bottom. Do not pull under the 
body.

UMPH NEAR THE FRONT
Once you initiate the catch, apply 

the umph almost immediately by press-
ing hard on your “sweet spot” in your 
wrist and lower palm, then quickly 
release the pressure as the hand pass-
es the ribcage. Keep your fingertips 
pointed at the bottom to maintain a 
solid hold on the water.

EARLY RELEASE
After the power phase, relax the 

wrist, release the energy and allow 
the hand/arm to flow into the recov-
ery phase. The umph is really quite 
short, so resist the urge to keep 
pushing back as this extra effort 
will only cause you to get stuck at 
the back and lose tempo, lift and 
momentum.

Next time you are in the water, 
give this drill a try. Swim a series 
of 25s, alternating umph near the 
front, then umph at the back, then 
reverse it. Try a variety of speeds and 
compare. Which one is faster, more 
efficient and feels like it has more 
power? Which one feels more tiring 
and sluggish? As with any advice, 
you should be the judge as to what 
style and technique works best for 
you. 

Karlyn Pipes-Neilsen of Aquatic Edge 
Inc. (www.aquaticedge.org) is available 
to travel anywhere in the world to host 
a swim technique clinic or camp with 
your team or group. She is a 2007 World 
Masters Swimmer of the Year and cur-
rently holds more than 50 FINA Masters 
world records. You can e-mail her at 
aquaticedge@hawaii.rr.com.
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Here are five easy technique tips to help you put the “umph” near the front of your 

stroke, resulting in a more efficient and faster freestyle.
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