

[image: Cover]






Praise for Winning Together


“Many have tried to write books about winning that parallel the sporting experience and lessons learned. However, Kate and Helen’s book manages to translate some of the more intangible precursors for success and describe them in a way that would be useful to another athlete or someone starting their first job in the business world. This book is human, warm and a welcome addition to the bookshelf of any person looking to learn from their remarkable example.”


John Amaechi, Psychologist


“This is the inside scoop, the real-deal on how to build winning cultures that keep people at the heart of things. The articulate details and storytelling from athletes and leaders who have walked the path is a must-read for anyone interested in contemporary performance leadership.”


Dr. Pippa Grange, Psychologist & Culture-Coach


“Finally! A book that takes a different perspective on success and leadership. Kate and Helen’s incredible story shows how there is a new emerging model of how to build a successful and authentic team environment – whether at work, on the sports pitch or at home. How honesty, vulnerability, conflict and ambition can co-exist to produce extraordinary results for the team and the individuals. And even maybe change the world a little bit for the better.”


Michele (Mitch) Oliver
Global VP Brand & Purpose – Mars Incorporated
Vice Chair Stonewall


“Kate and Helen’s story is hugely inspirational, told with such refreshing honesty and humility - a must read for anyone seeking to build a world class team and ultimately achieve outstanding results.”


Clare Gilmartin
Former CEO Trainline and VP eBay Europe


“This book is both relevant and important for people who want to be part of high performing diverse teams. Helen and Kate see the opportunity for a more holistic way of working and functioning as people and teams. The future is going to require an enhanced style of leadership and this book will certainly help everyone on this journey of growth.”


Maggie Alphonsi, Rugby World Cup Winner


“Powerful … Essential reading for anyone that’s part of a team.”


Matthew Syed, Bestselling Author
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Foreword

There is so much more to sport than what happens on the field of play and a treasure trove of golden lessons to be learned from winning and, even more importantly, from losing.

Central to it all and something very few people can understand and even fewer can describe is how you build a strong foundation that can withstand failure and that is on course to the sort of success that can be enjoyed by everyone because every team member feels valued and has contributed to the cause. How you support teammates, how you pick yourself up from disappointment, how you use mistakes to fuel your energy to put things right in the future, how you enjoy the process of working towards a goal just as much as lifting the trophy at the end of it all. This book is a guide for life written by two people that I respect and revere.

Kate and Helen Richardson-Walsh have been there in the heart of the action and the heat of the spotlight as crucial parts of the team that won Olympic gold in Rio, beating The Netherlands in a thrilling penalty shoot-out that had 10 million people watching hockey, many for the first times in their lives. It was my favourite moment of the Rio Games and when I interviewed the team for the BBC on the following day, I wanted to hug each and every one of them. More than that, I wanted to be in their team. I was desperate to be one of them and I know I represented many women and teenage girls, hopefully men and teenage boys as well. I have never played hockey in my life but that’s not the point – I wanted to be in their gang.

That’s what Kate and Helen helped create: that magical, glorious feeling of shared elation and a renewed vigour to be the best in whatever way you could, both for yourself and for those around you. There was always a bigger vision to what that GB hockey team was trying to create. The gold medal was the target, but the prize was bigger than that. This was the first British team I remember being bold enough to state an intention and to commit to a cause. Their declared mantra was: ‘Be the Difference, Create History, Inspire the Future’.

Even if the odds were stacked against them in the final and the Dutch had already booked the party venue to celebrate winning gold, that shared set of values made Team GB bigger and better than the sum of their parts. That victory had been built on the practice pitches of Bisham Abbey, in the gym and in the shared discussions about what they wanted and how they could achieve it. They had visualised everything, practiced every element, including taking penalties to the point where it became routine so that when it happened for real, they felt they had been there before. Whether it was those stepping forward to take the penalties or Maddie Hinch protecting her goal like an armoured giant on springs, every individual performed with confidence and calmness.

There is an art to absorbing pressure, enjoying expectation and keeping your cool in the moments when others might panic. It is a skill that can be learned and this book will help you do exactly that.

When Kate carried the flag at the Closing Ceremony for the Rio Olympics, she did it on behalf of every single member of her team and every one of us who had been inspired by their performance but my connection with Kate and Helen goes back further than that.

During the glorious summer of 2012, when we all bathed in the golden glow of the London Olympics and Paralympics, I made the most of any time off to go to different events. I sat in the stands at the hockey to watch the GB women play their penultimate group game against China. Kate Walsh (as she was then), had been smashed in the face with a stick in their opening game. Helen Richardson (as she was then) took over as captain for two matches. She kept the show on the road as Kate was taken to hospital with a broken jaw and had surgery. No one watching from the side-lines expected her to take any further part in the Games. Only Kate and her teammates thought differently. She came on with a face mask and I have to admit, I gasped at the courageous way she played in that game and in her determination to lead that team all the way to the bronze medal.

Courage is a word that often comes to mind when I think of Kate and Helen, the first same-sex married couple to win an Olympic gold medal for Great Britain. In a world where many still feel the need to hide their sexuality, Kate and Helen have led the way as LGBT role models. They do so in the full knowledge of the issues at stake. They recognise vulnerability and shame, they can empathise with those who find it difficult celebrate their own identity and they can show clarity to those who might struggle to discuss personal issues. As mothers, they can also identify with those who are managing multiple tasks and a family life.

Helen has a Masters in Organisational Psychology and has always been fascinated by the power of the mind. She has a wisdom far beyond her years and an ability to understand why people behave in the way they do, always with an innate kindness and sense of care.

Together, Kate and Helen are the ultimate team – supporting each other with honesty, thoughtfulness, consideration and clarity. Now they are sharing the lessons they have learned for the benefit of all of us. I am so glad they have written this book and I am proud to know them.

Clare Balding







Timeline


AII events relate to both Kate and Helen unless otherwise specified. Asterisks signify tournaments played in.
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Preface


On 19 August 2016 we stood alongside our teammates on top of the podium as Olympic champions. What did our victory mean? What did it take to get there? And what did we learn along the way? Our experiences have led us to be fascinated by people and teams, why some succeed and others do not, and to question success itself. By sharing our story with you we want to help you reflect on your own experiences, gain some lightbulb moments of your own and grow in your personal and team performance.


For us, the 2016 Rio Olympic gold medal was 18 years in the making. We both represented our country from 1999 to 2016. Over a period spanning almost half of our lives we willingly gave all of ourselves in pursuit of greatness and the ultimate prize. To finally stand on top of that Olympic podium with our teammates, after all that we had been through, was monumental. Throughout our international careers we experienced an inordinate amount: winning and losing as individuals and as part of a team; captaining and leading teams; the importance of mental health and psychology; how to get the best out of yourself and others; embracing difference; thriving in uncertain times and finding calm in chaos.


A lifetime of hard choices and our Olympic dream came down to one moment – a penalty shootout against the Dutch. This was a chance to make history and become the first GB women’s hockey team to win Olympic gold …


KATE: I stood at the end of the row on the halfway line. Hannah Macleod on my right-hand side, arms around one another in a chain of support. We looked on as our penalty takers stood with our coach, Karen Brown, and in the distance our goalkeeper, Maddie Hinch.


Each team had taken four penalties, and we were one nil up. It was on a knife edge. The tension was palpable in the stadium. We gripped each other a little tighter. I don’t think I’ve ever felt as calm or still. One of our defenders, Hollie Webb, stepped up, the label of her shirt flapping in the gentle breeze of the Rio night, and waited for the umpire to blow her whistle and signal the start of her eight-second countdown. She drove into the circle, moved a little to her left, turned her back on the oncoming Dutch goalkeeper, spun to her right and then back to her left, the clock inching down. My neck craned to the right to try to get a better view. She released the ball on that spin, and the goalkeeper collapsed down onto the opposite side. The ball spun into the tightest of gaps between goalkeeper and goal post, millimetres between glory and disaster. The net bulged. A brief heartbeat of stillness. And then all at once a cacophony of noise and a maelstrom of motion, tired legs running, arms flailing, screaming, laughing, crying. We’d done it. We’d finally done it.


HELEN: Unbeknown to us, millions of Brits, now utterly invested, were watching all of this unfold back home. Families nervously gathered around their TV, hockey clubs were bubbling with excitement, and even football fans were tuning in down the pub. We’ve since heard many recollections of the cheers and celebrations that followed as we topped the Olympic podium and collected our medals. And then, as the people slowly went to bed and the cameras were turned off, we made our way back to the changing room one last time.


I sat up tall, my back flat against the newly tiled white wall, my thighs relaxed on the wooden bench while my feet struggled to reach the grey lino. Bags and sticks, towels, shoes and socks had been left strewn across the floor in the rush to take off our sweaty shirts and skorts to don Team GB’s official podium outfit by Stella McCartney – all easier said than done! I could feel the dried-up sweat and grainy salt still clinging to my hairline, and I let out a deep sigh. I looked down. It was massive and shiny. It was so heavy. I could feel the weight pulling my head down and the ribbon digging into the back of my neck.


Finally. We’d done it.


I paused. I wanted to take it all in. To look at the incredible women beside me. To think about my heroes, the players not selected who had given everything to be sitting here but weren’t. My family, the staff, coaches and teammates without whom I wouldn’t be here. It was so quiet, except for the excited tapping of fingers on phones, as I was sitting completely content and serene. So this is it. This is what it feels like to be an Olympic champion. I caught the eye of my long-standing teammate and friend, Alex Danson, and shared a knowing smile before packing up my kit. Enough now.


KATE: It is easy to become fixated on ‘that’ game; after all, this is why we love sport. We are regularly asked questions about how we felt on the day of the Olympic final and what we did to prepare as a team in those last hours before the final. Rarely do people know or remember that we actually won all eight of our games out in Rio. Even more rare is the consideration of what got us there in the months and years prior to ‘that’ game. It does not have the glitz and glamour of an Olympic Games but the past is where the gold dust lies. Our hockey careers spanned five Olympic cycles and 38 international tournaments, including four Olympic Games.


The ‘win’ in Rio grabbed the attention and is hailed as the ultimate success. However, we know that we succeeded many times, in tournaments and in training, sometimes regardless of the score line. Winning is about more than medals and outcomes. We have titled this book Winning Together and have begun the book with us detailing our gold medal win in Rio, but for us winning is so much more than that. When we talk about ‘winning’ and ‘success’ in this book we mean these things in a much broader, holistic sense that includes, among other things, self-fulfilment and self-realisation. It is our experience of these longer-term ‘wins’ and our many failures that has enabled us to learn and grow as people and teams.


HELEN: It was because of those lessons learned that Kate and I both became a bit obsessed with teams, culture and people, and why we wanted to write this book. After ten years of inconsistent performances, I started to look over at the teams that were winning, wondering what they had that we didn’t. I was convinced we had the hockey potential to beat these teams, but we rarely did. During this time, the subject of psychology was becoming more and more prevalent in every way. So I started to explore through continued experiential learning, but also formal education, the possibility of the impact our individual and collective minds were having on our results.


I have since learned that the power of the mind isn’t all about unwavering belief and positive self-talk. It’s about wavering but carrying on. It’s about faltering and falling flat on your face but finding the courage to reflect and grow. It’s about losing your confidence and still finding ways to perform. It’s also about having the awareness to know your own mind and how it might be affecting your behaviour, and how that behaviour affects those around you. Our minds are our most powerful tool. When used effectively by individuals they can create great performances. But when mobilised collectively by a team of people, their power has the ability to make magic. It can create something so mind-bogglingly special you won’t ever want to let it go.


Today, as an Olympic gold medallist, a psychology graduate and a master of organisational psychology, I can now see the difference between us and them, the thing that I wondered about all those years ago. It had nothing to do with effort or work rate; we did that as well, if not better than, anyone. It wasn’t really to do with the stick and ball either. The most important aspect was what was going on in our minds, in every sense and every situation, including how we developed deep human connection based on truth and vulnerability.


KATE: Helen and I were completely invested in being better and doing better. This was particularly relevant for me over the 13 years I captained the team. Being made captain of the national team aged 23 was a baptism of fire to say the least, and it proved to be a steep learning curve. In many ways I never stopped climbing that curve. It got a little less steep over the years, but I was always thinking about where and when could I lead better. I made many thousands of mistakes, but the passion never really subsided.


My obsession with teams, leadership and culture was reflected in the books that I read, the speakers I listened to, and the people I interacted with. Helen and I have felt that we wanted to write a book about all that we have lived and learned for a long time. In fact, we have written this book many times, in our heads, on scraps of paper, during late-night conversations and on our computers. Each iteration of the book has had a slightly different feel. After much soul searching we decided that we absolutely needed to write what we wanted, in the way we wanted it to be written, and, most importantly, how we wanted it to be read. We hope that by sharing our lived experiences of teams it will help bring some of the key concepts of building a winning team to life for you.


It will quickly become apparent how totally obsessed we are with getting the best out of people and the teams they work in. In the years following that golden moment in Rio we have been invited into many teams and groups across diverse business sectors and sports. More often than not we are asked to share our thoughts on building high-performing teams, how we cultivated our culture, and what work we did on ourselves individually. There is so much in this book that is transferable to your teams because in the end it is simply all about people.


One thing we have come across frequently during our company visits is the lack of time people have and the need to focus solely on the day job, the deadlines, the targets and chasing the promotions. We get that – of course, we do. When you are constantly faced with Groundhog Day and a noses-to-the-grindstone mentality, giving time to your own growth and your team’s culture can seem frivolous and unnecessary. However, we believe that those things are the day job. When you bring these elements of culture, awareness and leadership into your daily working life, and into your life more widely, it will help you be the person you want to be and the team you want to become.


HELEN: This isn’t an autobiography, but we will use our own personal stories from an individual point of view and within the team context to draw out those key learnings. The actual moment of winning the Olympics, of course, felt amazing, but when I look back, that’s not the moment I think about. I think about what we all had to do to make it happen, and the inspirational human connections I made along the way. That’s what makes me most proud – being part of a team that had the courage to dare. Be vulnerable. We opened ourselves up and, in doing so, brought about the necessary change to take us from an average team that barely competed on the world stage, to eventually winning the highest accolade in hockey – Olympic gold.


One key component to our success was acknowledging the human element. We are all people. Every single person has a story that has got them to where they are today. We have all lived through unique experiences that have shaped who we are and how we see the world. Perspectives may differ, but we all yearn to be seen and valued. Recognising this lay at the core of how we tried to do things and how we tried to get the best out of ourselves and each other.


This has never been more relevant than in today’s world, and it will only be those businesses and organisations that authentically invest in their people, be it employees or customers, that will live on. Decisions and choices are becoming more and more values based, and this book will challenge you to consider what this means to you.


This book really is for anyone wanting to improve themselves and their relationships. Of course, owing to the fact that our reflections and lessons mainly come from our time spent within a sporting context, it lends itself well to other sports teams looking to improve their performance, but it is just as applicable for understanding how any team, business or organisation, and even our own friendship groups and families, can flourish.


KATE: It is worth noting that this book is only two pieces of a giant puzzle. Although we all did the same training and sat in the same meetings, we all – players and staff – experienced them in different ways. These perspectives are all valid and important; they are people’s truth and their lived reality. In this book we are candid and honest about our, Kate’s and Helen’s, points of view while protecting the sanctity of our team and our teammates.


This is our unique take as a same-sex married couple playing international hockey for the same team. We have faced splendid highs and desperate challenges. Not only have we faced these moments as teammates; we’ve lived them as friends, as individuals and as a couple. Many of our core beliefs and values are shared. But Helen and I are two beings, two brains, and this book reflects that and highlights our view that our difference is our greatest strength.


We wanted to share all that we have learned about building a high-performing team with you. Therefore, this book is for anyone who is a member of a team. We will play various roles in various teams throughout our lives, and we believe all of these lessons are applicable in every setting. We haven’t always been explicit or joined the dots as to where our learnings might translate to your life because we want you to be free to do that work yourself. This book will hopefully make you curious about teams and prompt you to consider if, where and how you could be performing better.


To be anything less than the best version of yourself is to sacrifice the gift of life. We will argue that consistently successful teams are made up of people who are encouraged to flourish and whose individuality is welcomed. We want you to thrive, and we absolutely demand that you bring your whole brilliant self to all the teams you belong to. We will take you through our journey to better understand ourselves and, in doing so, hope that it might ignite a spark in you.


The book will be conversational: we will share our own personal experiences and reflect on our shared learnings. Each chapter is based around a key theme, and we will tell stories to bring these focal points to life. We have written the book this way with the intention of providing you with an in-depth insight into our world and what made us successful and at times unsuccessful. The value for you comes from comparing and contrasting our experiences with yours. By getting you to think in detail about your team’s culture, yourself and your people in a new way we hope to be the check and challenge you need to get to the next level of performance.


Life is, after all, a team game, and, just as in a real-life team talk, you need some succinct bullet points to keep your focus. We are emotive human beings living in a fast-paced world, and a short task-focused synopsis can really make the difference to performance. So at the end of each chapter we will welcome you into our Team huddle and reflect back on the key learnings. The huddles are broken down into two sections: our hope is to prompt thought through the ‘Questions to consider’ and galvanise action through the ‘Key team tactics’. We want these sections to make you think hard about yourself and the people around you. However you choose to read this book – working straight through, from beginning to end, or by diving into a chapter of particular interest to you – we hope it will provide you with moments of insight and contemplation and that individual chapters will serve as reference points for the future.


You will learn to win together.


Kate and Helen, April 2021









Introduction: This is what makes us


We’ve already said that this book isn’t an autobiography, but nonetheless you’ll find a lot about us as you read through its pages. Knowing and coming to terms with your story, your past, is important for understanding who you are and what you can be in the future. The vast majority of this book focuses on the period between 2009 and 2016, but here in this introduction we want to spend a bit of time introducing you to our younger selves, to our early lives as international sportswomen. After all, our experiences back then really shaped who we are as people today. We also want you to begin to connect with us as people – making connections is at the core of this book and at the core of being a team.


In this chapter we aim to provide a deeper insight into the people we were, where we came from, and what exactly it was about our lived experience that helped us achieve our goals. Over the years we have been forced to look back on our lives for various reasons such as tournament reviews, media interviews and motivational speaking engagements. This continuous rumination has provided us with a great deal of learning. At the same time, we want you to begin contemplating your own story, and what defining moments or pivot points are relevant to where you are now in your life. When we own our stories, and understand our ‘why’, it empowers us to write our own ending.







Finding purpose


KATE: It would be fair to say that, for the majority of our international hockey careers, Helen and I were obsessed with driving ourselves and the teams we played in towards excellence. We were dogged and determined. At times we were forthright and unyielding. Helen and I were both motivated by our past and our future in equal measure. We were hugely frustrated by our lack of consistency, and sometimes this was shown in a whole raft of emotions. Throughout it all, the team always came first, and we wanted everyone in that team to be the very best version of themselves because then, ultimately, we would all succeed.


HELEN: Our long, undulating careers have given us a unique perspective, and our varying experiences have taught us so much about hockey and life. Living for 18 years through four-year Olympic cycles provided us with natural points of reflection, and retirement from sport has given us some room to retrospectively assess it all. We started to wonder what and who made us think, feel and behave the way we did when we competed for England and Great Britain. By the end there was definitely a sense of urgency and desperation to win gold, but where had that come from? And what kept us motivated to keep going for 18 years? Although the values we hold deep to the core remain the same, the Helen and Kate who might have stood before you 20 years ago are very different from the ones who are here today. What were those big-impact moments that provided springboards for us to go to another level, to learn and grow as people and leaders?


KATE: My most impactful moment of growth came long before I’d even begun to dream about pulling on a GB shirt. It was my first real taste of disappointment in hockey that resulted in a colossal change of perspective on my life. I wasn’t aware that this period of my life was to be so key to my hockey career and indeed my life at the time. At 15 years of age I had much more important things to consider!


Having started playing hockey in my PE lessons at Priestnall High School in Stockport aged 11, coached by the passionate Mrs Kinder, I progressed relatively quickly through the borough, county and territory system. Before I really knew what was going on, I was selected to play for England Under-16s aged 14. At this point in my life I had discovered boys and alcohol; it was what we did for fun at the weekend. I was eating a lot of junk food, and although I was playing hockey at Didsbury Greys HC, this consisted of only one training night a week and a game at the weekend. I didn’t know what I wanted to do or be. I don’t remember ever formulating hopes or dreams; this wasn’t at the top of the priority list for the teachers at my state school, and so it remained low priority for me. I couldn’t be a professional sportswoman because that didn’t exist then, not really, and so the next best thing would be to teach PE and that is what I set about moving towards.


Playing for England Under-16s was great fun. I remember feeling out of my depth a lot but thought I added some value at times as well. After this first year I must have subconsciously thought that this would all happen again the following year. I clearly didn’t think I needed to change anything I was doing because it had all worked out pretty well so far. Unfortunately, I got my wake-up call via the post and a letter that I’ve still got in the loft. I remember opening the selection letter in our hallway at home, seeing the All England Women’s Hockey Association emblem at the top of the page and quickly casting my eyes down the page. What I found was a short blurb, which I barely took in, and a list of names in alphabetical order. My name was not one of them. That initial feeling of my stomach hitting the floor and then the heat of embarrassment and shame rising up my body are still palpable. I ran upstairs, locked myself in the bathroom, and sobbed.


They say you don’t know what you’ve lost until it’s gone, and this was most certainly the case here. When I eventually unlocked the bathroom door, my mum sat me down to talk about what had happened. I don’t recall all that was said, but I’m almost certain I would have blamed the coach for dropping me and likely have favourably compared myself to other players who had made the team. My mum comforted me and then asked me a quite simple and yet brilliant question, ‘What do you want to do about it, Kate?’ I don’t think I answered then, or indeed ever voiced an answer directly. However, with the support of both my parents and my coaches, for the first time in my life I started to seek out possible answers to that weighty question.


What transpired over the coming months and years was not a clear vision of where I wanted to get to or what end goal I wanted to achieve. It was more a mindset: the kind of person I wanted to be and how I went about my business as a hockey player and a young woman. I wanted to give it my all, be the very best hockey player I could and go wherever that took me. In the end, with the support of my family and a number of special coaches, it got me all the way to the very top. I learned so much about making hard choices, seeking out and listening to expert advice, the importance of challenging myself against the very best, loving the discipline of training and good nutrition, seeing how hard I could push my body and mind. Over the period of three years I went from missing out on England Under-16s selection to making my senior England debut and a year later representing Great Britain at the Sydney Olympic Games. As a result of that early disappointment, the transformation in me as a person and as a hockey player was phenomenal. I never forgot those lessons I learned as a young teenager, and somewhere deep down they drove me every day.


HELEN: It’s so interesting to hear Kate reflect on that moment when she received the letter, because, while Kate was devastated, I was elated. Kate missed out that year, but I made the team for the first time. I didn’t remember Kate from the trials, but when I turned up for my first England Under-16s training camp the chitchat from parents on the sidelines was about one thing: ‘Kate Walsh hasn’t been selected!’ They were clearly surprised at Kate’s omission, but I had absolutely no idea who this ‘Kate Walsh’ was! I shrugged and got on with the training, which is pretty much what I did from there on in: I just got on with it and I loved every moment. My rapid progression through the junior age group teams was seamless, and before I really even had time to think I was making my senior debut aged just 17 years old.


After one year of playing senior international hockey I also got selected for my first Olympic Games in Sydney 2000. Suddenly, in the build-up to these Games it all got very serious. The training started in September 1999, just as I was embarking on my final A level year. One week I’d be at college and the next I’d be at Lilleshall National Sports Centre with GB Hockey. This wasn’t a huge sacrifice for me; I’d previously told my English teacher that, if it came down to a choice between training for an Olympics and completing my A levels, there would only be one winner; you can take your A levels anytime! Thankfully, with the help of our GB coach, Jon Royce, and some early planning I was able to do both … just! But the stakes were high, and as the year went on, the anxiety of making selection silently grew and grew. Playing for my country – together with the overwhelming sense of human connection that comes from being part of a team – was slowly becoming something I couldn’t live without – an addiction – and I didn’t even know it.


Before the Olympics started, owing to a combination of my natural optimism, my inexperience and my knowledge that we had beaten all the top teams over the course of the year, I genuinely thought we could win it. When we struggled to play anywhere near to our potential and consequently failed to qualify for the Super Six stage of the tournament, I was absolutely devastated. It genuinely came as a bit of a shock. For the first time, as I wandered aimlessly around the Olympic Village one evening, I started to think about what I was doing and why I was doing it. What was the point to any of this?


This question was answered a few days later when I was watching the hockey final between Australia and Argentina. As I was sitting surrounded by my teammates and players from other losing nations, I tried to soak it all up and take in as much as I could. I wanted to fill myself with every last drop of knowledge, just in case. If this day was to ever arise, I wanted to be ready. The stadium was bursting. The crowd full of screaming Aussie fans all elated at seeing their team take on the home pressure and win the gold medal. I was still feeling gutted, lost and disappointed by our performance and overall finish of eighth, but when the Olympic anthem started to play and the medallists took to the field, goosebumps covered my body and I watched in awe. First the Netherlands, followed by Argentina and then the big one, Australia, were cheered onto the podium to receive their medals. Our manager, Chris Pickett, was sitting next to me. He turned to me and said, ‘That’ll be you one day.’ With a steely look in my eye I stared down at the women standing on top of that podium, not the Argentineans or the Dutch, but those Aussies. I nodded to myself. Yep, I’d found the point, my reason, my purpose. I want to be an Olympic champion.


Until then, there hadn’t really been an outcome focus to any of my thinking; it was very much about living in the moment. On witnessing first-hand the very best in the world, it made me reflect honestly on what I’d been doing up until that point and whether that would be good enough to achieve the goal of becoming an Olympic champion. It wasn’t. At the time, I believed that some aspects were on point, but there was too much that wasn’t. I know it’s really easy to say you want to achieve something, but being prepared to actually do what it takes to get there is a different thing altogether. Only then, in that moment over two decades ago, did I begin to appreciate what it would take, and, most importantly, begin to take on the responsibility and willingness to do what I needed to get there. Knowing what I know now, from the luxury of being 20 years more experienced, barely anything I was doing at the time was good enough. However, the sentiment was exactly what I needed, and it was this that pushed me forward and to be the best I could be.


KATE: We all need a motivational nudge in the right direction now and again. Helen was training hard with good intentions, as we all were pre-2000. But we all needed to take a collective jump from good to great. We needed to stop being inactive bystanders in our own story and start being active creatives. As a young person in a new environment, it took some time to gain enough insight to form my opinions and help make progress happen. I, like Helen, was slowly coming to the realisation that something wasn’t quite right and something big needed to happen. It was time to grab a pen and start writing the story in the way we wanted it to be written.







Hitting rock bottom


HELEN: The Sydney Olympics highlighted one of those things that weren’t quite right – the Great Britain issue. Imagine training as England, Scotland and Wales for three out of the four years in an Olympic cycle, each nation with its own identity, vision, values, tactics and so on, and then with just one year to go before the pinnacle for your sport, the Olympic Games, you break up those teams to create a new one called Great Britain. That’s how it had always been done, and it may sometimes have worked, but now, as sport headed towards a more professional era, it was no longer going to be good enough.


To Kate and me, as young people entering into a new world, the system seemed broken, and it created challenges that went way beyond having little time to generate a collective understanding of some tactics on a hockey pitch. Making a team takes way more than slapping a badge on some kit, and what we lacked was a real sense of belonging. We had three home nations coming together with their own agendas and heaps of baggage, and it was weighing us all down. Our inconsistency of performance was not because of a lack of intent or desire from any player or member of staff, but because our British identity was fragmented: with nothing to collectively identify with, together we had nothing to fight for.


I was beginning to understand what is important if teams are to succeed. Among others, Kate and I vocalised the need for a four-year GB programme, but when politics seemed to be getting in the way and nothing was changing, we were left feeling unheard and utterly powerless. What happened over the next four years made changes inevitable, but, unfortunately, we – the players and GB Hockey – collectively had to hit rock bottom to get there.


KATE: Rock bottom is one way to describe our fate in 2004. At times, it felt more like an abyss. We reached our collective nadir when yet another attempt to form a British team in a matter of months resulted in the GB women’s hockey team failing to qualify for the Athens Olympic Games in 2004. It remains, to this day, one of my darkest and most haunting memories – we were making history for all of the wrong reasons. I learned a great deal from this failed qualification attempt, as a hockey player, a captain and a woman.


When the final whistle sounded at the end of our game against South Korea at the Olympic qualifying tournament in Auckland in March 2004, we knew that our Olympic dream was over. We could no longer finish in the top five at this tournament. We could no longer qualify for the next Olympics. The devastation feels as real to me now as it did then. I was utterly shellshocked, and my teammates and I were stunned; I had to physically help some of the players leave the field. It was like being trapped in a nightmare. This might sound like an exaggeration; after all, it’s only sport. Except this was more than that: it was hopes dashed, dreams shattered, livelihoods lost, and the absolute end of international hockey for many of these women. None of us knew what the long-term effects of this devastating blow would be on GB Hockey, on England Hockey and on us as women.


This was one of the most testing periods of my hockey career, and as a captain it’s the time I look back on as being a massive failure. I learned a lifetime’s worth of lessons, but that couldn’t bring those particular Olympics back. Growth didn’t allow those players who retired after that Olympic qualifier to go back out and finish on the high they had wanted and deserved. I played and trained the rest of my career with these feelings fuelling me. I couldn’t right those wrongs for those incredible women, but I wanted to make sure that it never, ever happened again. So part of my purpose of being the best hockey player and captain I could came from a desire to represent those women, to redeem their legacy and, personally, never go back there again. This was reflected in the way I communicated, the level of detail in my thoughts, the desperation in my actions and total obsession with always needing everything to be better.


HELEN: I followed the 2004 Olympic qualifier and that final game back home via vidiprinter-type updates on the tournament website. I felt numb just thinking about what my friends and teammates must be going through on the other side of the world. As this horrendous ordeal unfolded for them, I wasn’t there with them because, for the previous 18 months, I had been fighting a personal battle.


In the summer of 2003 I was told I would never play hockey for Great Britain again. By that point, having already had one surgery on my left ankle, I was on the brink of returning to play when something went ping. For a split second the pain was excruciating and then I realised I could no longer move my foot out to the side. My peroneal tendon, the one that runs down the side of your leg and under your foot, had snapped in half. I got a second opinion about my prognosis, but the consultant still said that, while he could fix it, my ankle would never be strong enough to withstand the training required for international hockey. Needless to say, I didn’t let him operate on me!


I needed a total of three operations, with the last one extracting a bit of my hamstring to weave in and out of my tendon to make it as strong as possible. In the end I couldn’t play hockey for two years, and this was a challenge that tested every fibre of my being. The hardest part was being excluded from the one thing that I loved doing. It felt like this thing that I’d unknowingly become dependent on had been ripped away, and, to begin with at least, there was nothing I could do about it. I found it extraordinarily painful to watch my club team, Leicester: being part of that team but not really. I was jealous that I couldn’t do what my fellow team members were doing and always felt slightly on the outside, however nice anyone was to me. As Kate has already said, it might sound a bit melodramatic – it’s only hockey after all – but it was my life. It was everything to me, the only thing I knew. It was me.


An endless array of emotions fluctuated in and out at various points. I’d get upset at the most stupid things, and the uncertainty was overwhelming, but then I would be filled with gratitude for what I did have and love. I would flit from feeling dejected and sometimes resentful to feeling focused and determined. There were times I felt lost, and then I’d immediately get an attack of shame for feeling that way. I was galvanised and motivated by the deep desire to overcome these gargantuan obstacles. Anger, too, kept rearing up, and I hated it. I had felt let down by the medical profession and some of the advice I was given. I was convinced that a poorly advised and executed cortisone steroid injection had caused my tendon to rupture, and this kept popping into my mind. Eventually, in time, I managed to find some sense of peace and was able to move on.


This enforced time away from sport allowed me in some way to grow mentally, emotionally and physically. As with any serious injury, there are no shortcuts to full fitness, and spending hours upon hours doing mundane, slow, boring rehab exercises educated me about my body, and the gradual increase to full training taught me how to push myself farther than I ever had before. In a nutshell I learned how to train properly, and I returned stronger, fitter and leaner. Before the injury I saw myself as a hockey player; now I felt like an athlete. With a heightened level of gratitude for the sport that I loved, mentally and emotionally I was now more determined and single-minded than ever.







Hope springs eternal


KATE: We were both determined to turn this catastrophic situation into motivation for a better future. I found it very hard, emotionally, watching the Athens Olympic Games and not taking part. There was also an element of needing to be patient and allowing events to unfold, and this I found even harder. As a result of the women’s non-qualification and the men not faring too well in Athens, as a sport, we lost 70 per cent of our UK Sport government funding. We were disparate and in need of some dramatic changes.


Then, quite serendipitously, just as we were assigned a new coach, Danny Kerry, London was awarded the Olympic Games for 2012. Danny was a young, relatively inexperienced coach at this level and inherited a disconnected group. I think he very quickly realised that he had an awful lot of work to do to help turn this ship around and steer us towards brighter horizons. He had a vision to improve our world ranking by one place each year, which ticked the funding body boxes and gave us, as players, something to work towards.


For Helen and I, though, the pace of progress seemed a little too gradual. We – the players – were still working or studying while training when we could at weekends or by taking time off. I personally felt like I wasn’t able to give all of myself either to my career or to hockey; it was an impossible balancing act. It was hugely frustrating, and I felt like we were constantly taking one step forwards and two steps backwards. We finished sixth at the Beijing Olympics in 2008, which was enough to ensure funding for the next Olympic cycle but not enough in any other sense. Yes, it was closer to those elusive medals, but in reality we were still so very far away. We needed to do things differently and perhaps embark on something that had never been done before.







A fresh beginning


HELEN: The London Olympics was the perfect catalyst for this change, and if ever there was a time to take control and own our story this was it. A home Olympic Games was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and an opportunity too good to waste. The timing was perfect, and we were hungry to make the most of it. In 2008, when Danny floated the idea of a full-time GB centralised programme, referencing the continued success of the GB Rowing and Cycling teams that we needed to emulate, my instinct was to say ‘Where do I sign?’ I had been working lousy part-time jobs to allow me to train as full-time as I could, and stuffing envelopes in a tiny broom cupboard for British Judo for £6 an hour didn’t quite have the same appeal. The prospect of going full-time didn’t create that buzz for everyone. For a hockey squad to train full-time for nigh-on four years, as Great Britain, was a seismic shift, and we were each being promised a maximum of £12,000 per year in Lottery funding. Financially it was going to be a tough choice – for those who had been giving it their all for some time, trying to balance careers and families alongside playing hockey, the decision to move to a centralised programme would, more than likely, spell the end of their international careers. We inevitably lost players, and the consequence was that we started the London Olympic cycle in 2009 with a relatively inexperienced training squad. What we did have in abundance, however, was a group of strong, ambitious women who weren’t content with the status quo, and even though we weren’t entirely sure what it would take just yet to change that status quo, we were prepared to do it.


For Kate and I, after all the years of ups and downs, the injuries and surgeries, the losses and Athens non-qualification, the inconsistent performances and the not knowing what team would ‘turn up’, moving to a centralised programme was an absolute no-brainer, but it caused a bit of a stir within the hockey world. Some simply didn’t agree with the whole idea, and we were quite heavily criticised by players and coaches from around the world and, sadly, from closer to home, too. Comments such as ‘You’ll be burnt out by the time the Olympics comes along’ or ‘You’ll get fed up with one other’ were made time and time again. It was a ‘mistake’, and it wouldn’t work. But the way we saw it was as if, as a sport, we’d been thrown a lifeline. London being awarded the Games didn’t just secure funding, it produced the biggest investment we, as hockey players, had ever seen. Surely the only way forward for this group was to train full-time at a central base, at the very least to justify the investment we were going to get from UK Sport.
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