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THE UNDERWATER PULL
Vital Elements of the Vital Element

Now that you understand the big picture, you are 
ready to look closely at the underwater pull and 
learn the vital elements of this vital element. One 
truth here is that technique cannot be boxed. Indi-
viduals have unique levels of strength, flexibility, 
and other attributes, including a natural rhythm.

If you look at 10 different swimming champi-
ons, you will see variations in the stroke mechan-
ics for each one; however, without fail, they all 
eventually make their way to the critical elements. 
For instance, Ian Thorpe of Australia—Olympic 
champion in the 400 freestyle in 2000—had such a 
strong upper body that he could begin the critical 
elements of the underwater pull with his arm fully 
extended. But Brooke Bennett, the women’s gold 
medalist in the 400 freestyle at those same Olym-
pics, swam completely differently; her stroke was 
short and choppy, and her arm never came close to 
extending before she got ahold of the water below. 

My goal has been, and continues to be in this 
chapter, to give you an understanding of the few 
things you cannot do without. Once you know 
those things, then be brave—believe in your own 
style. Never sacrifice the vital few, however. Every 
decision you make with regard to technique needs 
to support those critical elements. 

The high-elbow position
Some of the fastest swimmers in the world have 
awkward-looking recoveries, kicks, and breathing 
patterns as well as other quirks. They are, however, 
doing two things amazingly well. The first of these 
is the high-elbow position during the early phase 
of the stroke (Figure 1). The high-elbow position 
has always been one of the separating factors 
between swim champions and those who continu-
ally wonder why their times are not improving.

Think of the arm as two levers. The first lever 
is the upper arm, from the shoulder to the elbow, 
and it is critical for the high-elbow position under 
the water. The tendency is to drop the entire lever 
when fatigue sets in. Huge mistake! This is why 
you must stay focused and slow things down while 
you build this strength. 

The second lever is the forearm, which Weiss-
muller explained should “hang down perpendicu-
larly.” The hand is also an important part. This 
lever (forearm and hand) is what “holds” the 
water. Each of the four theories on propulsion dis-
cussed in Chapter 4 acknowledges that the fore-
arm and hand are responsible for the application 
of force that must be placed against the water. 
The theories diverge on the finer points of how to 
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continually work with the water to maintain the resistive force, 
but they all promote a downward-facing forearm during the early 
phase of the stroke. 

Let’s examine pull sequences incorporating high elbow that 
span the decades so that you can see how this critical element has 
never been missing in the strokes of top swimmers. While looking 
at these pull sequences, consider the accompanying notes that 
further explain high elbow. Read carefully and study the photos 
closely for details. The difference is in those details.

Note that the high-elbow position is not an all-or-nothing 
athletic feat. Gradually build the position for more length, exten-
sion, and stabilization. If you are new to swimming, or new to 
focusing on the high elbow, you are not required to catch the 
water with as dramatic a position as you see in the Olympic swim-
mers in these photos. Seat your upper arm slightly lower in the 
water to start. You will still make great gains on holding water 
even if the elbow is an inch or two lower than these photos show. 
However, always be sure that the hand and forearm hang down 
perpendicularly from the upper arm; this is what it truly means 
to have a high-elbow catch. The degree and strength of the catch 
will be built throughout a season and even a full career. The next 
chapter provides exercises and drills to build this strength. 
 

LEVER 1

LEVER 2

HIGH-ELBOW POSITION: 
Peter Vanderkaay, 
2008 Olympic Gold Medalist
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HIGH-ELBOW POSITION: Mark Spitz, 1972 Olympic Gold Medalist

HIGH-ELBOW POSITION: Allison Schmitt, 2008 Olympic Bronze Medalist
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