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FRAN CRIPPEN’S COLLEGE

AND EARLY PROFESSIONAL YEARS

BY CHUCK WARNER

THE CAPTAIN OF THE CAPTAINS


When Fran Crippen entered college in Charlottesville, Va., he became immersed in one of the top collegiate distance programs in the NCAA system. His new team was filled with All-Americans, conference champions and established leaders. Yet within three months, Fran had earned a leadership role. At the Atlantic Coast Conference Championships his freshman year, the league coaches voted him Swimmer of the Year. In his sophomore year, he earned the honor again.


Over and over, his mentors and friends describe Crippen as charismatic and magnetic. “If you took all 70 or 80 of our captains at UVA, and you put them in a room,” explained Mark Bernardino (34-year head coach at UVA), “Fran Crippen would be elected captain of the captains.”


What made him such a compelling leader?


He possessed the desire to win at every aspect of training, yet when he didn’t succeed, he would smile and affirm the talent and effort of his teammates. He consistently demonstrated his capacity to be both a pupil and a teacher of athletic excellence and of life. His curriculum for knowledge was both his victories and his defeats, and he willingly shared his experience and wisdom with his teammates in an effort to help them improve and excel.


It wasn’t long until Fran was invited into UVA’s secret IMP Society. The historic organization was created to draw together the university’s strongest leaders to support one another in serving the good of the community. Fran, along with other IMPs, happily—and often secretly—visited schools and hospitals to enhance the experience of those they touched.


By Fran’s junior year at Virginia, he was elected team captain...then again his senior year.


In his final year at UVA, a very strong Florida State squad threatened the Cavalier’s streak of eight consecutive ACC team titles. As captain, Fran spent the year laughing, working and cajoling his teammates toward the goal of the seniors enjoying the satisfaction of winning four straight team titles.


Entering the final day of the conference championships, UVA trailed FSU, and every UVA swimmer painted a “V-FC” over their heart. The “V” stood for Virginia, while the “FC” stood for Fran Crippen. For the first time in Coach Bernadino’s career, they focused on one athlete: Fran. Because he had meant so much to the program over the previous four years, they dedicated their effort on the final day of competition to win the championship for their captain—and they did.

BECOME A PROFESSIONAL?


Following a disappointing performance at the NCAA Championships his senior year, Fran made a decision to continue his career but move to a completely different environment. After graduation, Crippen packed his car and drove to California to train at Mission Viejo under veteran coach Bill Rose.


Coach Rose was rightly concerned about a post-graduate athlete’s influence on the environment of his team, and reluctantly agreed to allow Fran to train at MVN—he would only permit him to stay if his commitment to excellence was acceptable. It wasn’t long before he realized that he had a new leader in his program, and one of the most extraordinary people that he had ever coached. Rose recalled, “I’ve never coached anyone like him.”


Fran wasn’t perfect. More than once in practice, following a curse-laden outburst regarding his own poor performance or a teammate’s sub-par effort, he locked eyes with Coach Rose, realized his mistake, and uttered, “Whoops.” Yet by summer’s end, Crippen had become “adopted” by his host family, been nicknamed “Superman” by adoring age-group swimmers and was developing a father-son relationship with his new coach. His swimming progressed wonderfully, and he qualified for the USA national team that competed at the Pan Pacific Championships in Victoria, Canada.


Then it happened...after he had finished his pool races, USA National Team Director Mark Schubert encouraged him to swim in the 10K open water competition, where the U.S. was short a swimmer. Fran Crippen’s strength in the pool was never technical details. His turns were average, the placement of his hand might have been better, and he could have improved his breathing. But in open water, it didn’t matter. Racing toughness, strategy and endurance were all among his strengths and are primary tenets for success in these events.


Fran gave it a try. The result was a silver medal and an entirely new possibility of following in the Olympic footsteps of his sister, Maddy, and earning a berth on the USA team headed for Beijing in 2008.

