Hall of Fame swimmer excelled for Warriors, Iowa
In early in 1987, Dave Kohmetscher, a record-setting, six-time state champion swimmer in high school, was prepared to give up the sport.

The former Waverly High standout had dropped out of 
Ohio State
, where he had competed for two years, and was back home in Lansing rehabilitating a surgically repaired left shoulder and taking classes at Lansing Community College.

Kohmetscher, who had joined the Waverly Piranhas swim club as a 9-year-old, thought he needed a change.

“I had just about decided that I was going to give it up and move on,’’ he said. “But my brother, Mark, was swimming at Iowa and that was his freshman year. I went out to see him in a couple of meets and started talking to the Iowa coach (Glenn Patton).’’

The Hawkeyes coach suggested he consider a transfer to Iowa to join his brother on the team. Mark, two years younger than Dave, was a five-time state champion at Waverly and Dave’s teammate for a year.

“The coach said, ‘just give it a try and see how you feel,’’’ said Kohmetscher, who soon made a decision that would impact the rest of his life.

“I went to Iowa, went out for the team as a walk-on and fell back in love with swimming, the hard work and everything,’’ he said. “Luckily, I was a sprinter at that time. I don’t know if many distance athletes can take a year off and come back quickly and compete on a national level.’’

Family of swimmers

The rewards as a Hawkeye were plentiful.

Kohmetscher got to live with his brother for two years. He was a two-time All-American and won a Big Ten championship in the 50-yard freestyle with a time of 19.66 seconds, a school record which still stands today. He competed in two 
NCAA
 Championships with Iowa.

Kohmetscher met his wife, Gayle, during his stay at Iowa, and changed his major from engineering to math and earned a teaching certificate. That led to a 19-year high school teaching and swim coaching career in the St. Louis suburb of Clayton, Mo..

As one of the greatest swimmers to come out of mid-Michigan, Kohmetscher is one of eight individuals and one team that will be inducted into the Greater Lansing Sports 
Hall of Fame
 on June 24 at LCC’s Gannon Building.


“My brother and I became much better friends having lived together for those two years,’’ he said. “In college, you’re with a group of people that spend 6-7 hours a day with, and we clicked well as a team. It was a great time for me.

“The friendships last a lifetime. I was in their weddings, they were in mine. Iowa was the perfect size school.’’

Swimming was a family affair for the Kohmetscher family. David’s sister, Stacy, who is two years older and now living in Italy, also swam at Waverly. But it was really Mark, now a doctor in Seattle, who first got involved in swimming.

“My brother’s instructor, Jane Krupiarz, thought Mark would be a good competitive swimmer, so we all got involved,’’ Dave said. “My parents (John and Monica) signed us all up. 

“We got involved with the Piranhas early on. I got very lucky in that we had a large group of kids my age moving through the club team together. We worked hard and really got into competing in middle school. I didn’t start to take off until then.’’

Kohmetscher credits his middle school coach, 
Dave Hill
, and his high school coach, Mike Peyton, for developing him into a top-level swimmer.

“I wouldn’t have gotten has far as I did without those two people,’’ he said. “Dave Hill coached me on the mental aspect of the sport and taught me how to compete. 

“I had a good feel for the water, but the mental aspects, which I learned from Dave and then Mike in high school made the difference.

“They went beyond the physical part of training and technique. They taught us to set goals and how to work for them. Those skills are ones you use in every aspect of life.’’

Hill said when he first met Kohmetscher, Dave was a “scrawny eighth-grade boy who didn’t have a lot of direction in swimming.’’

“We had a good (middle school) team and it took him about a year to turn the corner emotionally,’’ said Hill, who’s coached the Waverly High boys and girls teams on and off since 1979. 

“He was a ferocious competitor. Between either eighth and ninth grades or ninth or 10th, he started lifting weights and really bulked up and grew four inches. He had a powerful stroke and terrific feel for the water.

“But his will to win is what I think made him different from anybody we had in the program.’’

U.S. record holder

In high school, Kohmetscher won six state titles, three each in his junior and senior years, and was named Class B Swimmer of the Year in each season.

He won the 200 freestyle, 500 freestyle and was part of the 500 medley relay in 1983 as a junior, in which the Warriors won the Class B state championship, winning six of 11 events in East Grand Rapids.

A year later, he won the 50 and 500 and 200 relay as Waverly won five events but finished runner-up to Milan at Eastern Michigan. 

Kohmetscher’s time of 20.59 seconds in the 50 free was a state and school record and the best of any high school swimmer in the U.S. in 1984.

“When Dave was swimming in the preliminaries, he was so far ahead of everyone that everybody in the stands — about 700-800 people — knew they were seeing something special,” Hill said. 

“As he touched the wall, the scoreboard flashed his time and the reaction of the crowd was amazing.’’

Kohmetscher was heavily recruited out of high school and was pursued by Michigan for a while, but the Wolverines had brought in two sprinters the year before.

Kohmetscher saw a good opportunity at Ohio State, liked its engineering program, and accepted a scholarship.

He competed in the NCAAs as a freshman but injured his left shoulder as a sophomore, setting up his eventual decision to transfer to Iowa.

In 1988, Kohmetscher competed in the U.S. 
Olympic
 Trials but did not qualify for the team that competed in South Korea.

Kohmetscher says his favorite memories from his outstanding career are more about winning as a team in high school in 1983 and 1984 than the individual titles and records.

“All the different accomplishments have different places in your heart,’’ he said. “But it’s hard to top the feeling you have from high school when you win at states with 15-20 great friends.

“I still keep in touch with some of the guys I swam with. You form lasting bonds. The camaraderie you have with a championship team is special. 

“Going to the NCAAs, Olympic Trials and winning titles was great and you get a moment of a rush. But accomplishing something great as a team, it’s hard to beat memories like that.’’



The Kohmetscher file

• Name: David Kohmetscher
• Hometown: Lansing
• Sport: Swimming
• High school: Waverly, 1984 graduate.
• Prep highlights: Member of Waverly's 1983 Class B state champion swim team; Class B Swimmer of the Year, 1983, 1984; won state titles in the 200 freestyle, 500 freestyle and 200 medley relay in 1983, won titles in the 50, 500 and 200 relay in 1984; his time of 20.59 seconds in the 50 was the best time in the nation in 1984; holds six Waverly boys records.
• College: Ohio State, 1984-86; Iowa, 1987-89; 1989 graduate, earned bachelor of science degree in math, teaching certificate
• Highlights: Competed in NCAA Championships three times - 1985 for OSU and 1987, 1988 for Iowa; Big Ten champion at Iowa in the 50, 1989; two-time All-American at Iowa, 1988, 1989; competed in 1988 Olympic Trials.
• Today: Kohmetscher, 44, lives in Clayton, Mo., a suburb of St. Louis. He is chair of the math department, girls swimming and boys golf coach at Clayton High School. He is married to Gayle and has two daughters, Abbie, 14, and Katie, 12.

Greater Lansing Sports Hall of Fame

• Induction: 7 p.m., June 24, Gannon Building, Lansing Community College. $30. Information: 483-1624

• Hall of Fame 5K race: A Hall of Fame fundraiser race/walk will be held at 9 a.m. today at LCC (Gannon Building across from River Front Park)

