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The Big Chat


Friday, 22 September 2000


It was the eve of the final of the coxless fours at the Sydney Olympics. The British crew of Steve Redgrave, Matthew Pinsent, James Cracknell and Tim Foster were due to meet their coach Jürgen Grobler at 6 p.m. Their mood that day had been light-hearted. They’d spent the morning at Penrith rowing lake outside Sydney, had returned to Sydney for lunch, a rest and a stretch, and had been soaking up the atmosphere of the Olympic Village, lolling about on a grass square, surrounded by tracksuited athletes colourfully and purposefully running, jogging, stretching and going through drills of motion. As they filed into Grobler’s small apartment – Foster taking care to remove the blade of grass on which he’d been philosophically chewing – the crew felt the tension begin to mount.


Grobler, 52, chief coach of the British Olympic rowing team, was in sole charge of the British four. His small, functional flat was mercifully located in a different block from the oarsmen, for he snored ‘like a trooper.’ It boasted a kitchen and ‘lounge’. The fastidiously made bed, flawlessly piled papers, neatly arranged laptop and printer, and conspicuous absence of strewn clothing bore the stamp of Grobler’s personality. Wherever in the world he travelled as Britain’s chief rowing coach, he kept his rooms and possessions in immaculate order – so unlike James Cracknell.


Since arriving in England in 1991, Grobler had successfully adapted to the British way of life in many ways; but occasionally his East German roots would show. The East German hour, for example, contained fifty-five minutes. If Grobler said, ‘Meet at six,’ he’d ring you at three minutes to six with, ‘Vhere are you?’


So at five minutes to six the crew assembled in Grobler’s rigidly straightened apartment. They sat seance-like in a circle, like four massive pillars, dressed in crested navy Great Britain sweatshirts in preference to the garish and shiny Great Britain tracksuit. A sick nervousness hummed inside them as they consulted each other with eyes only.


The Olympics are so much more than just a rowing race, thought Foster, as he glanced outside at the busy grass square where a few minutes earlier the crew had been stretching and warming up, under the shadow of the Olympic stadium. It’s about theatre, fellowship, the Village, the focused attention and the whole circus.


Grobler took the floor. Straight to the point, man to man, eyeball to eyeball, he spoke. ‘Chames,’ he said, fixing Cracknell and pressing ‘play’. ‘You are the most powerful bowman in the world. You are so strong, no one can beat you.’


He turned to Redgrave and Pinsent. ‘Steve, Matthew, you are Olympic champions and world-beaters. No one will beat you when you put on the power…’


Grobler’s fists pumped the air and his face reddened. Foster and Cracknell subconsciously followed him, and pumped the air too. ‘Tim? …’ There was a pause. At 86 kilograms and 6 feet 3 inches tall, Foster was the ‘smallest’ and ‘weakest’ of the crew. Grobler picked his words carefully. ‘… Tim, you row very well…’


Grobler was as keyed up as anyone. His accent and barely suppressed emotions lent his words power. Although familiar in pattern, Grobler’s ‘pre-race’ was one of his strengths. Even during the early 1990s, when his English wasn’t so good, his pre-race had hit the spot; and he never shied from the agony of rowing. ‘… The man with the hammer will come,’ he said, burning the crew up with his eyes. ‘He’ll be waiting for you. It will be tough. It will be bloody tough …’ Grobler’s accent was another East German import. His voice resonated up from his stomach in guttural Teutonic growls. Whenever he got excited, he sounded like a bear trying to chew a wasp. This bear was trying to work through the whole nest.


Grobler then delivered his traditional, ringing, burn-your-bridges trumpet call. He talked about the next day’s race, about how no other crew could live with them, and about how confident they should be of victory. Tactics never changed: go off hard, get ahead, dictate the race. Whatever else happened in rowing, Grobler could be relied upon to talk confidence, power, leading from the start and rowing your own race. Had he come up with something new, like, ‘The Italians will be strong,’ he’d have thrown the crew into panic.


On paper, the British four had much to be confident about. Anointed World Champions the previous three years, they had won the Steward’s Challenge Cup at Henley Royal Regatta (for international-standard coxless fours) four times, and the World Cup yellow jersey (competed for at international regattas in Europe each summer) three times. The sole blot on their record was their last competitive foray at Lucerne International Regatta two months earlier, when they had been defeated by one tenth of a second in their semi-final and by a whopping eight seconds in their final – a disastrous performance but one from which the crew had learnt much during the intervening two months.


Redgrave took the floor. He leaned forwards, looked down and recapped the race plan. ‘We’ll go off at 46 to 47 strokes a minute. After 15 strokes, I’ll call “stride”. The rate will come down to 42 to 43. We’ll approach the first minute rating 40. I’ll then call another “stride”. The rate will come down to 37, we’ll lengthen out and settle into a race pace. If anyone tries to keep up with us, it’ll cost them.’


It wasn’t Henry V at Agincourt – Redgrave was too impassive for that. Without eyeing any individual, he merely stated, most matter-of-factly, what would happen: the start, the rhythm, the pace, the push. He could have been commentating on a football match about which he couldn’t have cared less, or describing the goal of the century in terms of ‘A passes to B, who passes to C, who dribbles past four players, shoots and scores.’ He never spoke about winning a historic fifth Olympic gold medal for himself. Never in the preceding four years had he once mentioned it to the crew. His previous four Olympic gold medals were very literally in the past, filling their own display case in the Rowing and River Museum at Henley-on-Thames.


Redgrave’s words whipped at Cracknell’s blood; the crew sensed him twitching. Perhaps they failed to strike the same chord in Foster. They were more what he wanted to hear from Redgrave, because he’d heard them many times before during the three-and-a-half-year odyssey since the four had been launched at the Leander Club at Henley in April 1997. Had Redgrave said, ‘Let’s go out and give it a go’ – now that would have been a shock.


Then the mood changed. Redgrave became more expressive. Without actually standing on the table and hoisting the flag, he talked about how Olympic titles were for life, not just one year. He recalled his previous Olympic wins and how good they’d felt. He spoke about how confident he was that the crew would win. While Foster stared at a dot he’d found on the table in front of him, Cracknell by now had ants in his pants. For the first time in months, he had found himself with unaccustomed energy in his nerves and time on his hands, as happens to athletes as their training tapers before their Big Day. He was shifting restlessly and growing jittery.


Pep talks ordinarily ended with Redgrave’s speech and ‘Any questions?’ Unusually, Pinsent took the floor. He briefly added to Redgrave’s words, applying his own spin. He mentioned losing at Lucerne, but said that the crew had leapt ahead since then. He talked about their abilities, how he wanted the race to go, and how the outcome was in their hands. Without causing anyone to break out in a nervous sweat, Pinsent caught the spirit of the occasion.


It was Foster’s turn. Four years earlier, rowing in the same boat at the Atlanta Olympics, Foster had found himself in almost exactly the same situation. ‘We’d performed poorly at Lucerne,’ he said, ‘then returned to form just before Atlanta, did well in the heats and semi-final, and were favourites for gold. Four and a half minutes into the final, all six crews were level; but our race didn’t go to plan: we finished third in the toughest race of my career. We lost gold by 0.91 of a second. It has taken me four years to reach the same point again. But I don’t want the same result…’ Foster felt the emotion of the moment begin to overwhelm him. What he wanted to put into words felt so colossal that he couldn’t articulate it in the way he wanted. Had he let it all splurge out, he felt he’d have gone to pieces or turned into a quivering blancmange.


This was the most intensely felt moment of the crew’s existence. Not even Cracknell and Foster’s late-night analyses strayed so deep into emotional territory. For the crew to address the question Why? was new. Normally What? sufficed.


Four pairs of eyes, including Grobler’s, bored into Cracknell. James was fighting a low-emotional-threshold panic. His nerves were like overtuned E-strings. Even more verbally constipated and emotionally charged than Foster, he fought back tears as he mumbled a few words about how inspiring it was to row with three such motivated athletes. Cracknell’s crew-mates had each felt that they’d had something to say; Cracknell felt he’d had something to receive. He was ready to race there and then – or break down.


The psychology of the crew changed perceptibly. Bonds of steel forged during the previous three and a half years drew that little bit tighter. They’d all felt it, but no one had mentioned it. Each crew member had approached the task of winning Olympic gold in his own way. This much was clear from the previous four years’ training. Their respective gifts, talents and abilities had been exhaustively measured and assessed, and the results shared out. They’d duelled in boats, in gyms, on cycling sorties and on ergometer machines which simulate the rowing stroke. They’d lived together, eaten together and room-shared for hundreds of days. Grobler had tested their endurance, power, physiology, psychology and technique. They knew each other’s strengths, weaknesses and flaws better than their own brothers’ and sisters’. What had been missing?


‘After that meeting, I felt for the first time that we were “in the same boat”,’ says Foster. ‘We were ready to race. I’ve always thought it was a good sign when I want a race to happen now! Had you asked me one week earlier, “Are you ready?” I would have said, “No! One more week!” But from that moment, I no longer dreaded the final. I wanted it to happen.’


The meeting finished with fourteen hours to go before the race. The crew split up. Pinsent returned to his room and the mini-library of books that he carried around with him; he ate little food before a race, but devoured books. Cracknell, unable to eat or sleep, wandered to the British Olympic Association headquarters located in the utility room of the garage of a three-storey block of flats in the Village. A large screen was showing a live television feed from the BBC in London. Good to take your mind off things by watching television, he thought, as he settled down. Redgrave and Foster found themselves with time to kill, feeling hungry and only three minutes’ walk from the Olympic food tent. The two oarsmen made their final visit to the ‘healthy-eating’ section with its pasta and fibrous glossy vegetables, fruit and rice. Foster said goodbye to the fibrous glossy staff whom he’d befriended during the previous fortnight. He dribbled at the glutinous thought of the mission-accomplished, unbuttoned-with-relief week that lay ahead after tomorrow’s race. No way was he going near that rabbit food again, he thought, as his mind idled towards the curries, fries and burgers.


As Redgrave and Foster unwound from Grobler’s call to arms, they switched to silly-joke mode; and what better material for silly jokes than the Olympic food tent, a freak-show of physiological extremes? Some athletes, especially the basketball players, towered over seven feet tall; others, squat, thigh-chafing Near Eastern weightlifters, seemed at least seven feet wide. Redgrave and Foster played ‘guess the sport’. Steve, at 6 feet 4 inches, deliberately queued behind the Russian basketball team to see how high he came up against them. They towered head and shoulders above him. It was an amusing if distracting place. They touched on the race, laughed about Cracknell and wondered what he’d be up to.


Settling down in the British Olympic headquarters, Cracknell looked forward to watching Grandstand, the BBC’s flagship sports programme. After the opening sequence, Steve Rider, the Grandstand anchorman, greeted viewers with, ‘Good evening. Only thirteen and a half hours to go before the start of the coxless fours final.’


‘Aaargh! Just what I didn’t need!’ yelled Cracknell, leaping up, totally psyched, and fleeing back to his room.


Later, Foster found him a gibbering wreck, pacing up and down, no way ready for sleep, checking and rechecking his bag for his dark glasses, up on his bed, down on the floor again, wearing a hole in the carpet, like a hamster on speed. ‘I know, I know,’ he said; ‘it’s pathetic.’


Cracknell knew he was an emotional time bomb. He’d overtrain, push himself to breaking point, topple over the edge, fall ill and need time off. His CV came with a doctor’s note. Before Atlanta, a potential finalist in the double scull with Bobby Thatcher (son of Russ Thatcher, boatman to the Great Britain rowing team), he’d overtrained and gone down with tonsillitis on the day of the opening ceremony. At Sydney he was more in control, but only just.


While Cracknell thrashed about in his upper bunk bed, Foster slept like a baby, which one shouldn’t. Not before a big race. One should be on edge. ‘I’d not been looking forward to that night’s sleep for four years,’ says Foster. ‘But not to recall anything of it was unusual. One should be nervous. Nerves are your friends. Nerves should be encouraged.’


4 a.m. Saturday, 23 September 2000


Filled with positive anticipation, not mental dread, Foster rose forty-five minutes earlier than the rest of the crew. He woke Mark Edgar, the rowing team’s chief physiotherapist. Together they went through their stretching routine to a somnolent athletes’ chorus of snores, laboured breathing and grunts. Foster sat on the physio bed, feet sticking out over the edge. Edgar placed one of Foster’s legs on his shoulder, while pinning his other leg down on the table. Then Edgar slowly levered Foster’s leg upwards. After the appropriate plink! plank! plunk! twanging of hamstrings was heard, he repeated the exercise on the other leg. Edgar then massaged Foster’s back.


I’ve come this far, thought Foster, as Edgar palpated and pummelled away. Nothing will stop me now. I want to think about the race – and row the race – without worrying about anything.


The stretching lasted one hour. By now the others were up. As they left for breakfast, Foster’s lack of nerves surprised him. He reviewed the crew’s build-up with confidence, even self-satisfaction. He took heart from his crew-mates’ optimism. It’s in our hands, he thought. Jürgen, Matthew, James and Steve will do their bit, and more than their bit.


Heartily, he tucked into yoghurt, fruit, cereal and toast. ‘It’s all right for some,’ mumbled Pinsent. Grobler said little. After breakfast the crew went directly by minibus to the rowing course at Penrith outside Sydney.


Comically bulging out of their seats, knees behind their ears, they travelled in silence, Dr Ann Redgrave, Steve’s wife, at the wheel. Cracknell sat, eyes shut, headset on. Pinsent dozed in his usual front seat. Arriving at a dark, chilly Penrith, the crew made their way to the British tent, near where their boat rested on a rack in one of the boat tents. Foster found a patch of concrete and stretched his back for twenty-five minutes. Redgrave and Cracknell warmed up on rowing machines. Pinsent, who rarely put in more physical effort than was absolutely necessary, and who seemed to regard the whole process of warming up as in some way effete or underhand, didn’t bother.


7 a.m.


Three and a half hours remained until the biggest moment of their lives so far. Grobler checked the nuts and bolts that fastened the riggers on to the side of the boat. He measured the spans of the riggers and the oars to check that none of them had inexplicably altered overnight.


Although boat tents are locked overnight, it is a matter of trust that one doesn’t nobble or accidentally-on-purpose damage one’s opponents’ kit. That wouldn’t be cricket. There had been a rumoured nobbling a few years earlier when someone had crept into the boat tent at night and changed the gearing on a set of blades. ‘Gearing’ here refers to the ratio between the inboard and outboard lengths of the oar. A highly geared crew will start a race at a blistering pace, but will often flag in the latter stages. A lowly geared crew will start slower, but find it easier to sustain the pace. More common than actual nobbling, as Grobler himself could have told you, was to measure your opposition’s gearing for a clue as to possible race tactics.


As Grobler busily scurried around the boat with his short, purposeful gait, you could tell he was nervous by how tight he’d fastened the 10 millimetre nuts on the riggers. Either he’d given them one big yank or had repeatedly tweaked them. No crew had a cleaner boat that day. Grobler, never above dirtying his hands, had cleaned, polished and buffed the boat to a dazzling sheen.


It was time for a pre-race paddle: 4 kilometres, one length of the lake and back. As the sun peeped over the horizon and lit up breathless Penrith, the crew paddled up the warm-up loop, which joined the main 2000 metre course at the Finish and at a point 750 metres from the Start. They continued up to the Start, turned around, and paddled back down again. As the blades chopped into the water and levered the boat forward, then exited the water, the boat made a noise like tch-aaaaaargh-tch-aaaaaaargh-tch-aaaaaargh … The crew’s bulk, rendered in mists, gilded by the orange sun, made such a spectacle that someone photographed the four and published the picture as a postcard.


Redgrave called for two ‘heart-starter’ bursts of 15 strokes at ‘hard pressure’, one at 24 strokes per minute, the other at 28. As the crew crossed the finishing line, their thoughts shooting in all directions, the tch-aaaaaargh-tch-aaaaaaargh-tch-aaaaaargh was interrupted by wild cheers from a group of about a hundred early-rising British fans. Among them was a chap from Birmingham who, after Atlanta, had decided to save up and travel to watch Pinsent – and, as it proved, Redgrave too – race at Sydney in 2000. At 5 a.m. he had taken his seat at the finishing line and draped a Union flag over the side of the grandstand. The flag and the cheering boosted the crew’s heart rate far more than the 15 stroke bursts. ‘If there’s one thing madder than a rower,’ thought Foster, ‘it’s a rowing fan.’


The paddle felt comfortable. The power was never in doubt. It was a question of applying it. Twitchy at low pressures, the boat tended to lurch from side to side; but the crew could easily convince themselves that that was their best paddle ever. If the boat lurched and wobbled, it lurched and wobbled consistently – balletically. Hearts pounding, they paddled to the landing stage. They’d each felt the buzz and sensed that their crew-mates had felt it too.


After the outing, the crew briefly chatted. ‘I joked that the paddling was really good,’ says Foster. ‘Someone replied, “You always say that.” I actually thought it was good. Before the Games, we ironed out a lot of technical wrinkles, like emphasising the front end of the stroke, the catch and the connection, and putting the “power peak” earlier in the stroke. Everything had come together.’


‘OK, are you ready?’ asked Grobler, omitting the usual post-outing analysis. The crew then went into their own pre-race rituals while Jürgen all but disappeared.


They lay down and rested. As a crew, you learn to appreciate when to talk to your mates, and when to leave them alone. This was the time to avoid Cracknell and Pinsent. Lost in his own world, Cracknell, Walkman clamped on, exuded a ‘don’t talk to me’ air. Pinsent sat quietly in a corner with a book. Redgrave wandered about. Contrary to the rowing textbook, which says that the body’s pre-race adrenaline should keep you on edge, Foster overdid the relaxation and accidentally drifted off for twenty minutes.


The crew could hear the commentaries on races due off before theirs. Where they had predicted clear outcomes, the races were proving real gut-busters with blanket finishes. Each member of the four faced the nerve-jangling, blood-stirring experience of a big race in different ways.


‘When the pressure is at its most mild,’ said Pinsent, ‘we talk about “going twitchy”. You can’t sit still. Anyone who didn’t know you would think you were hyperactive. The next step up involves lethargy, a complete loss of appetite. After that you begin to convince yourself that you’re ill. You feel nauseous. You worry because you have a dry throat or a bad headache. You tell yourself your arm is hurting badly.’


Waiting for his first heat in the pairs at the Atlanta Olympics, Pinsent’s body had effectively been hijacked by nerves. ‘I was lying there in the crew tent taking a drink,’ he said. ‘I was feeling nervous, but in control. Suddenly, I thought, “Hang on, I’m going to chuck up here.” I pulled the wall of the marquee back, yakked up my bottle of Powerade, and lay back down again. I thought to myself, “Well, there’s no going back. Call a doctor now and he’ll only give you a right slap and tell you to get on with it.” So I did. After a while you realise everyone is feeling the same.’


Redgrave was not a man to do more talking than the exigencies of communication required, and was best avoided before a race. He became tetchy and difficult, and often talked to himself. At Atlanta the pressure had told. Transport problems and a health scare among the British rowing team had piled on the stress. Lacklustre British performances had thrown a spotlight on to Redgrave’s vow, made after winning at Barcelona, that he’d strike gold again at Atlanta; but the logistical mayhem of Atlanta had wound him up no end. He was a pain to have around. Black was white, and white was black. He was a big kid in a foul mood. One particular Redgrave moment stuck in the memory. Two days before the final of the coxless pairs at Atlanta, some post for Redgrave had been misdirected to the coxless four of Tim Foster, Rupert Obholzer and Jonny and Greg Searle. That afternoon, after training, Jonny Searle went to Redgrave and said, ‘Here’s your post.’


‘About time too,’ grunted Redgrave.


‘Hang on,’ answered Searle, ‘I’m not your postman. Why is it my job to find you to give you your post?’


Silence fell on the squad as Redgrave at 105 kilograms squared up to Searle at 89. Pinsent and Foster cut each other anxious glances.


After what seemed several minutes, Searle said to Redgrave, ‘Do you have a problem?’


Jonny Searle can be as argumentative as anyone, but this incident was Redgrave’s fault. To Redgrave, Searle was Postman Pat: Searle had been given Redgrave’s post, therefore it was Searle’s job to deliver it, rather than try to fulfil his own Olympic aspirations.


‘In Atlanta, I got myself into a right state,’ admitted Redgrave. ‘I would describe it as “irrational panic”. I told myself, “This is terrible. I just can’t go out there and race.” It always hits me when I’m outside the boat: When I get in it, I’m in my element. I know what I’m doing. I know the score. Deep down, you know that when you’re in that Olympic final, rowing side by side with the Australians, there is no way they’re going to beat you. That’s the frame of mind you’ve got to get yourself into.’


At Sydney, rowing in the four, he was more ‘himself’, whoever he was. He and Foster would chat, make ‘stupid’ observations and swap old unfunny jokes – anything to avoid the real issue of what the hell they were doing there in the first place.


At 28, James Cracknell, youthful in experience if not in years, was an Olympic ‘virgin’ who had missed Barcelona and Atlanta owing to injury and illness. He coped by blocking out the world with his personal stereo system, lying or sitting stern-faced listening to Blood, Sugar, Sex, Magik by the Red Hot Chilli Peppers, his favourite psych-up album, whose aggressive, heavy, funky sound, very strong rhythm and almost-shouted vocals helped induce the mood he wanted.


Foster hid his nerves behind his sunny disposition. ‘I get nervous an hour before a race,’ he says. ‘It is not so much the pain that someone else is going to inflict on you that makes you nervous, as the pain you are about to inflict on yourself. During a race, a devil sits on each shoulder. One whispers, “Why hurt yourself? Why don’t you stop? You can stop if you like. Lay down your oar and the pain will go away.” The other devil whispers, “Ignore him. You’ve worked hard to get this far. Push yourself now and you’ll have this prize for ever.” Hopefully the right devil will win.’


Now, Foster’s ‘wrong’ devil began playing up. Why do this to yourself? You don’t do it for the money. You do it for fun. If for fun, why this agony? That’s rowing for you, stress versus boredom. Fool, give it up. Come back and do it tomorrow. Get a life.


Foster couldn’t help visualising the race in flash-forwards. It always seemed agonisingly tough and close, but the outcome was always hazy. He and Cracknell had studied form and pored over every frame of the video footage of the heats and semi-finals. Their main rivals, the Italians and Australians, didn’t worry them so much as how much the race would hurt, and how much of an argument those two devils would have before the ‘right’ devil won.


No contest, thought Foster. He wasn’t going to hold back, not even 0.1 per cent. ‘I had confidence in my abilities. I was lucky to be in my position. Okay, you think, I don’t want to be here. But then, were you an ordinary person who’d put himself through what I’d put myself through, you’d be mad not to see it out. And I’d much rather be in the British boat than the Italian or Australian.’


9.25 a.m.


An Olympic final is not the sort of thing you’re late for, so with one hour and five minutes to go before the race, the crew were standing by. They went on a gentle 1.5 kilometre jog to jolt the heart as part of their race-day warm-up. Foster began to run, but stopped after five strides. His knee had gone. He’d almost forgotten about his sore knee. Strange how his catalogue of ailments rose to the big occasion with almost tidal predictability.


‘Just walk,’ said Redgrave, sensing something amiss with Foster. Among many things left unsaid, Foster’s physical frailties were the least mentioned of the lot. Crew protocol meant it was possible to be ‘in the same boat’ as your crew-mates without letting on about certain personal matters, because each of the crew had his own off-the-record off-the-water challenges, mainly to do with health and nerves, besides the bigger crew challenge of winning. Cracknell’s might have been falling ill, as he’d done at Atlanta, or catching a crab (when your oar gets stuck in the water at the point of extraction) fifty metres from the line. Foster’s worry was a very immediate physical thing that he’d tried to hide from the crew – except that, of course, no one could have failed to spot the physio’s bed hastily thrown up in the crew’s apartment. And now here was Redgrave surmising Foster’s alarm.


After five minutes of walking, the pain in Foster’s knee abated. The crew timed their jog to coincide with the final of the coxless pairs, in which Greg Searle and Ed Coode, their training partners and ex-crew-mates, were British medal hopes. Having led for three-quarters of the race, Searle and Coode were overhauled by what seemed a suicidal charge by the French pair of Michel Andrieux and Jean-Christophe Rolland, who took the rate up to 44-plus at an improbable distance from the finishing line. The French scraped home first, followed by Americans Ted Murphy and Sebastian Bea, and then by one-time favourites, the ‘oarsome’ oarsman James Tomkins and Matthew Long from Australia. Foster’s heart sank as he watched the British pair being rowed down inch by inch, but his ‘override mechanism’ cut in to prevent further distraction.


By the time the four had jogged back to the finishing line, they heard the tannoy blaring out the result.


I’ll do the ‘feeling sorry for them’ bit later, thought Foster. The realisation that the British pair hadn’t won a medal at all sharpened Foster’s steely sense of determination.

That won’t happen to us, he thought.


9.55 a.m.


Once again, the crew stood by. Redgrave and Foster gave their non-comic joke routine a final run-through. Redgrave would say something; Foster would laugh. Foster would reply; Redgrave would be polite enough to laugh back. Neither of them would make a stand-up comic, but laughter broke the tension.


As oarsmen, however, they were among the greatest in history. Once they were boated and locked into a familiar rhythm and sequence of events, it was almost a relief to be in their element. They paddled off in pairs, first stern pair, then bow pair. It was quiet on the water, except for the rising harangue of their thumping hearts, the sound of the blades chopping into the water and the bubbles whooshing beneath them. Sanctuaried in their routine, the crew paddled up the loop, joined the course, and continued paddling beyond the Start into a basin, where they practised a couple of bursts. They were aware of other crews warming up, but knew not to be distracted. A couple of shot glances were enough.


All six coxless fours had to be at the Start and ready to race two minutes before the ‘off’. With four minutes to go, the British four positioned themselves correctly, with stern in place and bows pointing up the 2000 metre course. There was nothing more to do, except remove T-shirts, which wasted twenty seconds, and wait, in an agony of nerves.


We all start level, thought Foster. No one has an advantage. We’ve all done exactly the same training, we’re all of roughly the same strength, height, weight and technical ability. It comes down to who wants it more. There will come a point, very soon after the Start, when it will hurt and I’ll want to stop. Then I must prove to myself that I really do want Olympic gold and that I’m not just talking myself up by saying so…


‘Two minutes!’ called the official starter from his tower.


A clog popped out of the water and secured the six bows of the coxless fours, aligning them exactly 2000 metres from the Finish. The crew, especially Redgrave, who steered via strings and pulleys that linked the rudder to one of his feet, had no fears about not starting straight. They checked their gates for the zillionth time. Foster patted Redgrave’s foot and Pinsent’s back.


‘Have a good one.’


There was just the crew and the opposition: twenty-four terrified men pinned in position, awaiting their fate, knowing that the race would not start until the dot of 10.30 a.m. Foster reckoned he could cope with this situation better than most. ‘If I’m smiling and they look nervous,’ he thought, ‘that’s an advantage.’


‘USA, ready? Slovenia, ready? Great Britain, ready? Australia, ready? … Italy, ready? New Zealand, ready? … ATTENTION!! …’




[image: image]


No More ‘If Onlys’


The Atlanta Olympics: Saturday, 27 July 1996, Lake Lanier, Georgia, USA


How very different the Atlanta coxless four had been. Foster was the only survivor of that excitingly unpredictable boat. His crew-mates had been Rupert Obholzer and the Searle brothers, Greg and Jonny. Obholzer, a driven perfectionist sometimes mistaken for a spluttering volcano, often clashed with Jonny Searle, another perfectionist who was never sure which ideal to strive for, but packed a hell of a temper. Greg Searle, more relaxed and cleaner cut than his dreadlocked brother, inspired respect because he was one of the few oarsmen who could match Matthew Pinsent in the gym and on the ergometer (at which he was the world record holder over 2000 metres), which made him one of the top-rated oarsmen in the world.


The four knew each other perhaps too well. The Searles’ gold-medal-winning row in the coxed pairs final at Barcelona had lit up the Olympic regatta: with 10 metres to go, they had inched past the famed Abbagnale brothers. However many times you rewind the video, you still can’t believe how they could possibly still win when lying third with 500 metres to go.


The Searles and Obholzer had rowed together at Hampton Grammar School, and had joined Foster as junior internationals in 1987. The Searles knew exactly how to wind each other up, and often did. Jonny Searle was especially volatile. For no obvious reason, he would descend into a catatonic state of pure rage as his blood fizzed and boiled. You could almost see smoke coming off him. On a couple of occasions, in training, he decided that he’d had enough and jumped ship in mid-outing. Curiously, it happened during really good outings. He would begin the outing with something bugging him, like a loose comment that someone had slipped him or a bad day at work (he was a City lawyer). As the outing progressed, he’d get it into his head that the rest of the crew weren’t trying hard enough to make it even better, and so he’d get more and more frustrated, until … The world’s against me, I’m going to jump out. He felt a prat long before he lit the water.

OEBPS/images/9781780227467.jpg
—_—

_ = e

The Inside Story of the
Sydney 2000 Coxless Four -

e e
 RORVROSS vith TMFOSTER






OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





