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Nolan sets records, intimidates his opponents -- except 
Michael Phelps
by Christopher Parish, ESPNHS

Hershey (Hershey, Pa.) senior Nolan’s eye-popping times in the pool have him taking on the world’s best, setting national records and 
thinking about the 2012 Olympic Games in London

When Michael Phelps stands on the starting block before a race, he has a very specific routine. He goes through his stretches, douses 
himself with water and then does “the arm flap.”

If you’ve watched a race, you might have seen it — Phelps is double-jointed, and his unique flexibility lets him whip his arms up and 
down in a rather unnatural way as he stands on the block. It makes a very loud flapping sound that is often unnerving to his opponents.

Hershey (Hershey, Pa.) senior David Nolan can tell you all about it. He’s been there. He was the unnerved opponent.

“I was fine until he did that arm-smacking thing,” Nolan says. “It was really intimidating.”

A handful of people in the world can say they’ve had the distinct honor of losing to the world’s greatest swimmer, the most decorated 
Olympian in the history of the Games. It takes a truly exceptional athlete to be in that position in the first place. Nolan is one of those 
swimmers. Rated the nation’s No. 1 prep swimmer by CollegeSwimming.com, Nolan is a nine-time PIAA state champ. He set two 
national records last year and led Hershey to a Class AA team state title. And he’s raced some of the world’s greatest swimmers, 
including the 14-time Olympic gold medalist, Phelps.

Nolan qualified for this past August’s ConocoPhillips National Championships in the 200 individual medley, and he advanced to the final 
with the fifth-fastest prelim time of any competitor.

That put him into a race that included Phelps, fellow Olympian Ryan Lochte and the reigning NCAA champ in the event, Austin Surhoff 
of Texas.

“I wasn’t even 100 percent sure I’d get into the final, so I was pretty excited,” Nolan says. “I was so intimidated before the race started. I 
was all shaky and stuff, and I look over and they’re all calm and they’re doing their thing. I got up on the board and I heard Phelps’ arms 
smack, and I lost my focus.”

Nolan settled for seventh place out of eight finishers, edging Surhoff by a half-second (Lochte and Phelps finished 1-2). But the 
experience itself was a win for one of the nation’s most dominant high school swimmers.

“He wants to be the fastest high school kid in a couple of events, not just one,” says his club and high school coach, Greg Fastrich. “And 
he’s shooting for the Olympics in 2012.”

It’s amazing that a swimmer with a résumé as impressive as Nolan’s started simply because his parents thought he needed some exercise. 
Nolan didn’t even know how to swim, so when he was 6 years old, his parents signed him up for technique lessons. Two years later, he 
was competing for a club team. By the time he was a freshman, he was a seasoned competitor who was ready to contribute immediately.

“We were really just starting to see the big picture,” Fastrich says. “We knew he had a lot of talent, we were just waiting to see where it 
was going to go.”

Nolan privately wondered if he’d be competitive at state. One state championship later, he had his answer. “He set his goals high after 
that,” Fastrich says. “Four state titles a year — two individual and two on relays. That’s driven his work ethic.”
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Nolan set national records in the 200 IM and 200 medley relay as a junior.

Over the next two seasons, Nolan accomplished his goals. In his sophomore season, he broke state records in the 100 back, the 200 IM 
and the 200 free relay. One year later, he added the 100 free to his list of state records. His 200 medley relay team set a National 
Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS) record. And he broke the NFHS record in the 200 IM (short course) with a 1:43.43.

“When I dove in, everything I did felt perfect,” he says of his record-breaking effort in the 200 IM. “I didn’t feel tired at all until I got to 
the last leg. Usually I can just hear the water in my ears, but during that race I heard fans and teammates screaming for me the whole way 
through.”

There is almost nothing left for Nolan to accomplish at the high school level. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have plenty of things left 
to try, and improving on what is already a national record is his top priority.

“I want to get under 1:43 in the 200 IM,” he says. “I want to improve all my times, and I want my teammates to improve all their times.”
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In order to accomplish those goals, it’s going to take a lot of hard work, and so Fastrich has developed brutal workouts that test the mettle 
of even his best swimmers. Some two-hour practices have maybe five minutes of down time. Nolan says the toughest workouts are 30-
minute freestyle swims.

“Just swim as hard as you can, back and forth, for 30 minutes,” he says. “It’s not fun. But I know there’s a reason why I’m doing this 
stuff. [Coach Fastrich] knows my goals, and he’ll push me because he knows what it’s going to take for me to get there.”

Major swimming programs such as Texas, Florida and Stanford are hoping for the chance to help him take that next step. Like Fastrich, 
those college coaches see an athlete with Olympic potential, an athlete who’s gone toe to toe with Phelps and Lochte and is ready for 
more.

“Every day I think about that race,” he says. “Next time, I don’t want to see the bubbles clearing from their kicks. I want to be up there 
with them.”

Pretty soon, it might be Nolan who’s intimidating his opponents on the blocks.


