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Disclaimer


Please note that the author and the publisher of this book are not responsible in any manner whatsoever for any damage, or injury of any kind, that may result from practising, or applying, the techniques and methods and/or following the instructions described in this publication. Since the physical activities described in this book may be too strenuous in nature for some readers to engage in safely, it is essential that a doctor be consulted prior to undertaking training and sculling activities of any kind.


Throughout this book ‘he’, ‘him’ and ‘his’ are used as neutral pronouns and as such refer to both males and females.
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Foreword


Sculling has always been a mystery to me. My very first moments in a boat were in a single scull. Feeling a little nervous, I was pushed off into mid-stream and in seconds was rewarded with a swim. But within a few days the confidence had returned and I was getting the very first basics of the discipline.


Sculling has always remained at the very top level an illusion to me. I can do it to a certain standard but I would never have been as successful a sculler as a rower. Part of it is confidence, part technique but, most importantly, I didn’t have the desire ‘to go it alone’. I never could do the training alone or, indeed, go out to face the world alone. To those that did I will always have time and a huge amount of respect.


Paul Thompson’s book, Sculling: Training, Technique and Performance, provides the reader not only with the opportunity to understand the principles behind the methods but also presents invaluable advice which will enable the sculler to improve his performance. This volume is a great resource for scullers of all levels who want to combine balance, power and rhythm to make their boat sing.


Sir Matthew Pinsent CBE
British Rower and Quadruple
Olympic Gold Medallist
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Dedicated to my two boys, Jordan and Lachlan.
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Preface


I have been fortunate throughout my rowing and coaching career to have rowed and worked with some exceptionally talented people, not only rowers and coaches but also scientists and medical support staff, who have all shared a burning desire to see rowers and scullers realize their full potential and achieve outstanding performances on the world stage. These colleagues have always challenged my thinking on how to do things differently, rather than simply encouraging me to adopt the ‘harder or more of it’ philosophy. In this book I have attempted to explain up-to-date and cutting-edge concepts and principles, while giving practical advice on how these may be incorporated into sculling. I should add that I have used these principles with national crews with great success. Whether you are a coach, a keen club member, Masters sculler, national team aspirant, or simply enjoy the occasional recreational scull, I hope to challenge your thinking. My objective in writing this book is to move you closer to attaining the level of sculling to which you aspire and also to increase your enjoyment of the sport even more.




CHAPTER 1


Introduction


Rowing has been used over the centuries for many different purposes, including trade, transport and military operations, as well as for sport and recreation. In Stowe’s survey of London in 1598 he reported that 40,000 men made their living on or associated with the Thames.


On British waterways, the watermen would row their wherries. The wherry boat was the water taxi of the pre-steam age, used to transport passengers from one side of the river to the other. The wherry could be sculled by one or two men or rowed by two. It is believed that in the eighteenth century, the Watermen’s Company had 10,000 men working the Thames from Gravesend to Richmond.


To celebrate the anniversary of the House of Hanover’s accession to the English throne, Thomas Doggett founded a race for apprentice watermen in 1715. The tradition has continued to this day and, as such, it is reputed to be the oldest annual sporting event in the world. Winners of the race become eligible to row the royal barge on state occasions.


During the nineteenth century, the introduction of the sliding seat allowed for greater power in the stroke to come from the use of the legs. Another innovation was the swivelling gate on the outrigger which increased the effective stroke length, and a more efficient hydrodynamic hull shape was developed with the keel inside the boat. As a result, the working boat became faster and sleeker, eventually evolving into the racing shells we see today.
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From the water taxi to the racing shell.





Sculling became a source of great national pride amongst the emerging nations of the British Empire in the nineteenth century. In 1788, the British in the penal colony of New South Wales banned rowing for fear of escape attempts by convicts; however, by 1818 there were organized races among the crews of ships in port. In 1876, Sydneysider Ed Trickett travelled to the mother country to make a challenge for the world sculling title. He won by four lengths and returned home a hero and Australia’s first sporting world champion. The Canadians were also boating through their waterways at this time. In London in 1880, Ned Hanlan, who was already the professional champion of England, Canada and the USA, became Canada’s first sporting world champion by beating Trickett.


A year prior to the first professional world sculling championship in 1830, the first amateur championship, the Wingfield Sculls, was raced on the Thames. However, while the Wingfield Sculls are still raced today, the professional championships declined in popularity between the two world wars and have not been raced since the 1950s.


By the late nineteenth century, great debate had arisen about the definition of an amateur sportsman. Status rules were devised by bodies such as the Amateur Rowing Association (ARA), formed in 1882, and the Henley Royal Regatta stewards as to who could enter amateur regattas. These rules were primarily concerned with what an amateur was not. He was not a mechanic or a professional; nor could he have taken part in athletic competition for prize money, entrance fees or against a professional. He could not earn a living from teaching or pursue a livelihood associated with athletic endeavours. He definitely was not a manual labourer, employed on or around boats, or received wages. The amateur rowing competitor was also certainly not a woman! The National Amateur Rowing Association, formed in 1890, had a similar definition of the amateur except the manual labour clause was omitted.


The Henley Royal Regatta was first organized by the mayor and people of Henley in 1839 and held in conjunction with a fair and other public amusements. In 1881, it received its royal patronage from HRH Prince Albert, a tradition that has been upheld by each reigning monarch since his death. As the Henley Royal Regatta was instituted prior to the formation of the ARA or the International Rowing Federation (FISA) it has its own rules and does not fall under the jurisdiction of either. It has been organized and run by a self-selecting group of stewards since 1884.


In 1920, the Henley stewards refused the entry of the American amateur J.B. Kelly for the blue ribbon Diamond Sculls event. This may have been because it was rumoured that Kelly had once been an apprentice bricklayer but probably had more to do with the fact that he had a very good chance of winning! Kelly had been looking forward to a showdown with Jack Beresford Jr, the outstanding British sculler of the day, who went on to win that year.


Two months later, in the Olympic final in Antwerp, Kelly won the title by one second. Beresford went on to win medals for Great Britain at five successive Olympic Games between 1920 and 1936. This record was only recently surpassed by Sir Steven Redgrave who won six medals (five of which were gold) from five consecutive Olympics.


Founded in Italy in 1892, FISA is the oldest international sporting federation in the Olympic movement. The first European Championships were held in 1893 and continued until 1962 when the first World Championships were held. Currently, FISA organize world and age-limited championships annually, and scullers and rowers have the opportunity to compete every four years in the Olympic Games.


In 1956, after sixty-five years of co-existence, the ARA and the National Amateur Rowing Association merged to form the Amateur Rowing Association (ARA) as we know it today.


The ARA is the national umbrella organization for a vibrant sport that now has over 20,000 members in more than 500 clubs throughout England. Its many activities include ‘Project Oarsome’, a programme funded through Sport England and the Henley Stewards’ Charitable Trust, that aims to introduce 30,000 youngsters aged between eleven and fourteen to rowing. Its ‘World Class Start’ programme, also funded by Sport England, has tested around 30,000 school and university students throughout England in a search for the next generation of international rowing and sculling stars.


Scotland has thirty-five rowing clubs with a total membership of approximately 2,000; Wales has twenty-five clubs and Northern Ireland has twenty.


There are many competitions throughout the UK and around the coast in both specially designed and traditional boats. Today, the number of competitors in major events is extremely healthy. The Fours Head, raced in November each year on the Thames, can have up to 500 crews on the water at the same time; while in March the Eights Head races will have 350 women crews entered and the men 450.


The rowing world has often been blessed with two outstanding opposing athletes at the same time and this has produced some epic races on the water. The battle between such individuals can be fascinating; their rivalry and tactics often reflecting their personalities.


‘Sculling is like theatre, that’s why it’s so interesting,’ says prominent rowing author, journalist and rowing curator at Henley’s River and Rowing Museum, Christopher Dodd. He laments how often scullers that have dominated the world have come in pairs. The American Jack Kelly and Britain’s Jack Beresford Jr in the 1920s; the Russian Vjacheslav Ivanov and the colourful Australian Stuart Mackenzie in the 1950s and 1960s; and in the 1970s and early 1980s, West German Peter-Michael Kolbe and the mighty Finnish sculler Pertti Karppinen. Kolbe then went on to fight ferocious battles with East German Thomas Lange when Karppinen left the single and raced in crew boats. More recently, the sculling races have become more and more competitive amongst a number of scullers. The New Zealander, Rob Waddell, the Olympic Champion in 2000 and Xeno Mueller the Swiss Olympic Champion in 1996 who Dodd saw in Atlanta as racing from the start with ‘the knowledge he was going to win written on his face.’


The finals of the men’s and women’s races in the Athens Olympic single scull were both exciting and fiercely competitive events. In the men’s race, Norwegian Olaf Tufte came from behind after being passed by the rejuvenated Estonian veteran, Jueri Jaanson. Jaanson led after 1,000m only to fade and be overtaken in the last 300m by Tufte to claim the Olympic title. In the women’s final, Belarusian Ekaterina Karsten was going for her third consecutive Olympic title only to be overtaken by German sculler, Katrin Ruschow-Stomporowski, who came from fifth position after 500m.


This book is about sculling, how to improve your technique and coaching skills, but what is it that separates sculling from rowing? Is it merely that the sculler has an oar in each hand and the rower just one oar for both, or does the lone sculler have different character traits to crew boat rowers?




The single sculls race at the World Championships and Olympics is ‘the battle of the best individual athletes. The winning single is genuinely the best rower at the regatta’ according to Brian Richardson, head coach to the Canadian Olympic rowing team in 1996 and 2004. Richardson coached Canadian Derek Porter to the single sculls world title in 1993 and a silver medal at the Atlanta Olympics.





The single sculler has nowhere to hide – he must rely on his own skills, strengths and mental toughness, but the enjoyment of success will be his alone, so is responsibility for failure.


Hard-nosed Australian, Peter Antonie, lightweight single sculling world champion and Olympic heavyweight double sculls champion, describes the mindset necessary for success in single sculling thus: ‘There had to be only one bottom line, the buck stops with me. I had to live and die on the performance that I could or couldn’t do’.


Antonie was one of the few scullers or rowers to have made the transition from lightweight to heavyweight. In 1992, he and another former lightweight, Steve Hawkins, won the heavyweight double sculls at the Barcelona Olympics. For Antonie this was the perfect race, ‘It is clearly the best race I’ve ever rowed, it was spot on. We were out of the blocks as fast as we could go. I felt like I was out of the boat watching it from outside’.


For three-time world lightweight single sculls champion, Scotsman Peter Haining, single sculling is about self-expression. ‘Sculling is about showing off, expressing yourself. Showing how the constraints and deprivation through the long hours of training can be released through a race. In the race you are like a cork exploding out of a champagne bottle.’


Haining recalls the final of the men’s lightweight single sculls at the 1986 World Championships held in the UK. Peter Antonie had opened up a large lead on the defending world champion from Denmark, Bjarne Eltang. However, Antonie had rowed himself almost to a standstill in the last few hundred meters of the race and Eltang was gaining on him with every stroke. Haining was impressed by the tenacity and determination that enabled Antonie to hold off Eltang by the barest of margins to take the world title: ‘This race was about an athlete refusing to lose, it was total desperation’.


Haining had his own desperate races. In the 1993 world title he was comfortably leading the final of the men’s lightweight single sculls through 1,500m when his blade caught a lane buoy and the boat stopped dead in the water. This allowed Australian Olympic double sculls champion Steve Hawkins, who had returned to lightweight sculling, to burst past him. Haining, however, with an unrelenting 300m sprint rating forty strokes a minute, pulled back the large lead from Hawkins to win the race. Haining described how it was:


…like watching a movie. I could see myself, as well as the others. I could feel everything but nothing. When I caught the buoy I went straight to my plan B strategy which I had worked on with my coach, Miles Forbes-Thomas. During training, Miles had me doing seven-minute workouts on the leg press machine in the gym. He would suddenly jump on the weights and stop me, ‘You’ve caught a buoy what are you going to do?’ When I caught the buoy I had rehearsed the situation over and over – I went ballistic! I had to win; if I did not win I could not afford to keep sculling. I had to justify the faith others had put in me. I went that hard my foot stretcher broke!


Haining has kept the foot stretcher. He also kept the buoy. George Parsonage, one of his previous coaches, retrieved it from the water. He had it mounted in a glass case and presented it to Haining at a rowing dinner.


Sculling can be a body and mind experience. It can provide you with physical and mental challenges. In the single you can be as good as you will let yourself be.




CHAPTER 2


Sculling Fundamentals


BOAT TYPES


There are primarily three types of sculling boat: the single-, double- and quadruple-scull. These are propelled by one, two or four scullers, respectively.




	The single-sculling boat (1×) is approximately 8m in length and has a minimum racing weight of 14kg.
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The single-scull.







	The double-sculling boat (2×) is approximately 9.9m in length and has a minimum racing weight of 27kg.
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The double-scull.







	The quadruple-sculling boat (quad or 4×) is approximately 13m in length and has a minimum racing weight of 52kg.
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The quadruple-scull.





Most racing sculls are coxless, steered by the sculler rather than a coxswain. A single- or double-sculling boat is steered by either applying more power or sculling for longer on one side than the other. Quadruple-sculls are steered by one of the crew using a rudder on the bottom of the boat.


Coxed quadruple-sculls are used for some school and junior events. Many of the recreational boats, which are wider and more stable than their racing cousins, are coxed in order to steer through rivers when touring.


Ocean-racing sculling is the extreme end of the sport. A popular event is the Atlantic Challenge. The trip takes around sixty days and covers approximately 5,400km. The Pacific, of course, takes longer! An ocean-racing single-sculling boat is approximately 7.5m in length, 1.6m in width and has an unloaded weight of 300kg, which increases to approximately 750kg when loaded.




[image: image]


All shapes and sizes can enjoy a sculling outing.
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An ocean-going double scull.





ROWING CATEGORIES


Sculling is a sport that can be enjoyed simply as a leisure-time activity but it also offers the opportunity to compete at all levels ranging from junior to international and Master categories. International and other major regattas run under the auspices of the International Rowing Federation (FISA) are raced over 2,000m across six lanes. Schools and juniors may have side-by-side regattas that are less than 2,000m. Master’s races are organized over 1,000m. Where regattas are held on rivers, the distance and number of crews racing will depend on the particular stretch of water.


Because biomechanical levers and the power of the rower or sculler make a large contribution to performance on water, there is a lightweight category in order to make competitive rowing more widely accessible. The FISA lightweight limits are shown in the table (below). Some races may be entered by open-weight and lightweight athletes; others are restricted to the lightweight category. However, lightweight and open-weight sculling and rowing for both men and women are usually available on the same programme.


Lightweights ‘weigh in’ between 1 and 2h prior to their event. Single lightweight scullers can weigh up to the maximum individual limit. However, when competing in a crew, lightweight scullers have to average their weight out with the other crew members. For example, when competing in the lightweight women’s double-scull event, if one crew member weighs 59kg, then the other has to weigh 55kg to achieve the crew average of 57kg. These weight limits may vary at regattas outside of FISA’s jurisdiction, such as Henley Royal Regatta and indoor events.




FISA lightweight limits






	Weight


	Men (kg)


	Women (kg)







	Crew average


	70


	57







	Maximum individual


	72


	59













FISA Masters age categories






	Age category


	Age restriction







	A


	minimum age 27







	B


	average age 36







	C


	average age 43







	D


	average age 50







	E


	average age 55







	F


	average age 60







	G


	average age 65







	H


	average age 70











FISA Masters events have eight age categories. These are shown in the table (above).


SAFETY


Rowing and sculling are very safe sports, however, being on water and travelling backwards can prove hazardous and the following basic guidelines should be observed.




	You should be able to swim on your front and back, tread water and swim 50m in light clothing.


	If new to the sport, you should be in good health, particularly if you intend to undertake structured and strenuous training sessions. If there is any doubt, consult a medical professional.


	Physically and mentally challenged athletes must always be accompanied.


	Rowing and sculling in the dark is not to be encouraged, however, if it is absolutely necessary, a white light should be shown from the bow and stern.


	Make sure that the boat has the correct safety features including heel restraints, bow balls and sealed buoyancy tanks.


	Learn the capsize drill and always stay with a capsized boat. You can either swim it to shore or wait for help, using the boat as a giant safety float.


	Learn the water traffic rules before taking to the water. Generally, you will be sitting with your left blade closest to the bank so that traffic coming the other way will pass on the right or stroke side/port side.


	Always check local traffic and boating rules before setting out, particularly on an unfamiliar reach of water. If rowing on tidal stretches of water, be aware of the tidal changes and the strength of the current that comes with incoming and outgoing tides. The best rowing water is generally at the change of tides.







[image: image]


Always check local traffic rules and you should boat with your bow into the stream.
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A coach or instructor should go through the safety features of the boat before anybody new to rowing or sculling goes afloat on the water for the first time.





RISK ASSESSMENT


Risk assessment is an important routine that must be undertaken in order to identify hazards that may affect the safety of the sculling session such as high winds with rough water, fast streams, cold weather, poor visibility, faulty equipment, and lack of appropriate supervision. The level of risk should be assessed and a decision made as to whether or not it is safe to scull. The decision will also be based on an evaluation of the competence and experience of the sculler.


Some agencies and clubs use an effective method based on the traffic-light system to warn of poor water conditions. Green is safe; yellow is a warning and red is danger. If boating alone, these should be strictly observed.


When a situation is being assessed for potential risks, if it looks as if an accident could occur at some stage it is always best to assume that it will and modify the activity accordingly.


CARRYING THE BOAT AND BOATING


To avoid accidents when carrying the boat, it is very important always to be aware of its length and not hit any other boats or the warehouse door! You can balance a single scull on your shoulder and rest the hull against your neck. Holding the rigger to stabilize the boat in one hand, you can carry the sculling blades with the other.


When you reach the dock, squat down and place the blades on the pontoon. Slide the boat off your shoulder and lower it to waist level. You will be holding the rigger on one side and the gunwale on the other.


When putting the boat into the water it is important to reach out far enough to avoid hitting the pontoon with the fin on the bottom of the boat. Once afloat, the sculling blades should be put into the rigger’s swivels, first on the pontoon side then the water side of the boat. This will help to keep the boat balanced before stepping into the boat. Hold both handles for stability; you can then either move from a seated position on the pontoon to sitting in the scull or step on to the footplate and then sit down. You are now ready to scull.
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As a new sculler, you will need to practise finding the balance point of the boat before becoming confident in carrying the boat by yourself.







[image: image]


Be careful not to drop the sculls as the blades can chip.
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Find the edge of the pontoon with your foot so that you do not step into the water.
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Always observe good lifting practice by bending from the knees when putting the boat on the water.





Larger boats are also carried on the shoulders. To float the boat, the crew lower it to waist level and roll it over so it is facing the right way up. One at a time, the members of the crew move around from the water side and hold the boat from the bank side until there is no one left standing between the boat and the water.


As with the single scull, it is important to reach out to avoid the fin or rudder hitting the pontoon when placing the boat on the water. Again, the blades should first be placed in the rigger’s swivels that are closest to the pontoon. Then, with someone holding the boat, the blades should be placed in the water side swivels and secured. When going afloat in a large boat, half of the crew should hold the boat while the others step on to the footplate and take their seats. They should then hold the boat level and close to the pontoon so the rest of the crew can get in.
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When carrying the boat on their shoulders, scullers should pair up with people of a similar height so that the weight of the boat is evenly distributed.
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To avoid breaking the boat when holding onto internal structures, you should hold onto solid beams and the gunwale, and not the foot stretcher.
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Make sure the boat is placed and not dropped on the water. To avoid confusion only one person should be giving orders.





THE FIRST STROKES


Before going sculling on the water for the first time, you should have some instruction on the basic sculling stroke. This can be either on a rowing ergometer or in a rowing tank, which is basically a boat-like structure set up in a tank filled with water. Rowing tanks are very good both for teaching beginners and for training in areas that are often affected by extreme weather conditions.


It is good practice and safer for the first few outings in a single sculling boat to take place in calm conditions. Rough or cold water will do little to assist progress or build confidence.


The initial aim should be simply to develop familiarity with the boat and confidence when on the water. Remember that you will not fall in unless you let go of the handles and that as long as you hold the handles at the same height, the boat will remain stable and level. Holding the handles together is called the safety position. If you become nervous or uncertain, you can return to this position and the boat will become level once more.
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