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  To my family,




  without you my dreams could never have become a reality.




  You are the most important people in my world.




  

    Thank you.


  




  Jonny, Mum and Dad in 1992.




  

    Jenny, Josie and Adam in 2012.
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  PROLOGUE




  BE A LEGEND




  ‘Hey, Greg. You spoke at my school when I was fifteen and I loved your story.’




  ‘Greg Searle. I want to buy you a shot. You’re a total legend!’




  It sounds good and should feel great, so why doesn’t it? I don’t feel much of a legend.




  It’s 30 August 2009 and I am at a party hosted by Siemens for the British rowing team on the final evening of the World Championships in the Polish city of Poznan. The team manager, David

  Tanner, would probably prefer an ‘outsider’ like me wasn’t here, but one of the few members of the team that I know has put me on the guest list. The GB rowers have done well.

  They deserve to have a big night. I don’t. I’ve become one of those slightly past-it ‘hangers-on’ who should probably be having a civilized meal in the local city centre

  square rather than in here necking the free Polish beer and being bought shots by someone half my age.




  I’m in Poznan as colour commentator for the official governing body FISA’s coverage of the championships, and I have to ask myself, have I been acting like a legend since I arrived

  in Poland? I’ve mixed up the names of a couple of the British women rowers, I’ve been given a lecture by my co-commentator for cutting in and I’ve turned up for work unprepared.

  How legendary is that?




  As I move from group to group in the Polish brewery, the venue for the party, I wonder why I’m here. With the beer loosening tongues I’ve heard various stories of how I spoke at

  schools or clubs a dozen years earlier and helped inspire various members of the team to take up rowing. It’s been nice to hear, but why do I feel so detached? A ‘hanger-on’?

  That’s not me, not yet.




  Watching the evening unfold, I reflect on the fact that I have a great family and a job I love. This isn’t my scene any more, not like this. I’ve loved my time rowing and it would be

  fantastic to be nineteen again. But I’m not, and if I want to be involved as a thirty-something then I ought to be doing something more ‘me’ than this . . .




  I wake up on the following morning and go for a run to shake off my hangover from the strong beers and a round of cocktails I remember buying a group of rowers. I think it was

  called a haemorrhage or something. I’m trying not to remember.




  I wander into the beautiful centre square in Poznan, where the streets are busy but not full of people dressed in rowing T-shirts and hats. The square is old and has bars with seating and

  umbrellas all around it. I take it in and feel lucky to have a few hours to myself in such a stunning spot. I walk past last night’s bar and realize I need a strong black coffee. I have most

  of the morning to relax before I go to the airport for an afternoon flight. I need to use this time to get my head back into my normal job, which means preparing for a two-day leadership workshop

  with Nestlé Cereal Partners. In addition, I have a few hundred emails to plough through – with an intermittent internet connection I hadn’t bothered to keep on top of them over

  the last few days. I must also remember to buy some presents for my kids to go with the official regatta gear I’ve already purchased.




  The coffee does the trick, and as the sun warms my face I feel content, comfortable and in a reflective mood. I have what I’d always hoped for. There is plenty going on and I’m

  enjoying juggling family, work, sport and me, although I don’t feel as though I’m doing it as well as I’d like. Perhaps this is what grownup life is all about – managing to

  keep all the balls in the air while never quite succeeding in giving any one of them the full attention they deserve.




  The morning passes and I make my way to the airport, which is full of rowers and supporters heading home. I sit in the same small departure lounge as the GB team and chat to one of the guys from

  the eight, who last night was my best buddy but now, in the cold, sober light of day, I realize I hardly know at all.




  I’m on a different flight from the team, heading to London via Warsaw, and I have to wait while their flight is called. As the lounge empties I see some familiar faces and sit down to chat

  with my old friends and rivals, Jean-Christophe Rolland, who won gold ahead of me in Sydney in the coxless pair; Ramon di Clemente from South Africa, who finished sixth in that race, and Raffaello

  Leonardo from Italy, who won bronze in Athens. Ramon and Raffaello are still rowing and planning to race in London 2012 while J-C is on the FISA committee.




  During the conversation, Ramon turns to me. ‘Hey, Greg mon, Jürgen would love to have a great oak like you in the middle of that eight of his.’ Jürgen is Jürgen

  Grobler, head coach of Team GB.




  I smile at Ramon. ‘Maybe he would,’ and there is a moment of silence. My mind is busy.




  Ramon and Raffaello’s flights leave and I’m left chatting to J-C. Then we hear an announcement.




  Warsaw flight delayed.




  Warsaw flight cancelled.




  We join a queue of people and are eventually told there will be no flight until tomorrow. Deciding to make the best of it we head back into town, where we book into a nice hotel. I haven’t

  ever really connected that well with J-C until now. I’m stuck in Poznan, and although there’s loads I ought to be doing, I can’t. It’s as if someone has hit the pause button

  on my life and I’m forced to take some time out.




  Over dinner we talk about the final of the coxless pair in 2000. It was my last major competitive race and J-C and his team-mate Michel Andrieux blew Ed Coode and me away over the final 750 m.

  How did that happen? The reasons pour out over the course of the dinner. J-C explains what went right for them on the day, how they used an emotional connection to propel them to glory, while I

  outline what went wrong for us. During training at the Leander Boat Club with Jürgen, Ed Coode and I had been in the shadow of Steve Redgrave and his four, and I’d had to follow a

  programme I didn’t believe in. I found myself having to act like a child and do what I was told after being a free man in the single scull for three years. I’d been out of place and not

  true to myself, much like my commentating here. Not really ‘me’ at my best.




  Later that evening, on my own, the same question turns over in my mind, what would I need to do to be ‘me’ at my best in 2012? The answer came – perhaps it had been coming for

  a while. I needed to row again. If I’m in rowing then that’s who I am. I’m a competitor, a team player, a leader. If I fought my way back into the GB team, if I won a gold medal

  in front of my kids, my family, my friends and everyone who cares about sport in Britain, then maybe I’d be worthy of being called a legend.




  It’s a big jump, though, from where I am at the moment. Sure, since 2006 I’ve been inching myself back into rowing, competing in the Head of the River and at Henley Royal Regatta,

  that sort of stuff, but in an old-boys boat alongside my brother Jonny and a collection of other guys from my past. We’ve done OK, but it’s a long, long way from there to the Olympics.

  Too long? I don’t think so.




  Click, click, click. The tumblers of the combination lock are at last falling in the correct sequence. There have been many chance events that have led to this moment of realization. The safe

  door is swinging open. Dare I look at what’s inside? Determination? Dedication? Ambition? Fear?




  The following day, taking a different route home, I fly to Munich with J-C and we talk further about rowing and his plans for 2012. It’s all very interesting but I

  can’t wait to be alone for the London leg of the trip. My own plans for 2012 are formulating in my head thick and fast and I want to write them down, worried I am becoming too excited to

  remember them.




  If I’m going to do it then I need to know where I’ll be training, who I’ll be with and what will be expected of me. I need to be clear on why I’m doing it. Most of all I

  need to be ‘me’, doing what I believe in and what I believe to be right.




  Finally free of companions on the flight from Munich, I pull out a pad of paper and a pen. I begin to write:




  

    

      1 September 2009




      London 2012, gold, 2 August, 20 years on.




      Am I acting like a legend? What could I do? Am I practising what I preach?




      Jenny, Josie and Adam.




      What’s the commitment? Are we up for it?




      Work. Friendships and relationships. They don’t need me as a leader right now.




      Rowing, training, physiology.




      Talk to Jürgen.




      Take the tests.




      Do the work.




      BE A LEGEND.


    


  




  





  ONE




  PLAY HARD BUT PLAY BY THE RULES




  1 August 1992, Barcelona, on the eve of the Olympic final of the coxed pair. My brother Jonny, myself and our cox Garry Herbert are listening to Team GB’s sports

  psychologist Brian Miller and coach Steve Gunn. Tomorrow we will be attempting to achieve what many people believe to be the impossible – overcoming the Italian powerhouse of Carmine and

  Giuseppe Abbagnale, double Olympic gold medallists and seven times World Champions.




  We’re in a newly built accommodation block in the Olympic Village, on the banks of Lake Banyoles. Our apartment is on the top floor and we’re sitting around the kitchen table. The

  lounge is shared with other rowers and we want our privacy.




  Brian is creating powerful images.




  ‘Picture yourselves sitting around a table with the Abbagnales. Each of you has a candle burning in front of you. Together you lift your right hands from the table and place them three

  inches above the flame. Which one of you is going to keep their hand there the longest? Don’t let it be the Italians.’




  Eyeballs bulging and jaws clenched, Jonny and I are totally focused as Brian speaks. A mixture of sweat and tears stings my eyes.




  Jonny loves the image being painted. ‘Fuck them. They’re older than us, they’re softer than us, they’re uglier than us. We can have them tomorrow.’




  Brian turns to me. ‘Greg, you’ve heard of the Russian pole-vaulter Sergey Bubka?’




  Of course I have. He won the gold medal in Seoul in 1988 and has broken the world record like a hundred times. Sure I’ve heard of Bubka.




  ‘Did you know that at the last Olympics he failed his first two vaults at the 5.90-metre height? Both times he clattered the bar a mile short of clearing it. There’s only one further

  attempt left – succeed and he is Olympic champion; fail and he falls back to fourth. As he prepares for the single most important moment in his career, his coach leans over to him and quietly

  speaks in his ear.’




  What? What did he say?




  ‘“Sergey,” the coach whispers, “if not now, when? If not you, who?”’




  That sums up tomorrow for me.




  ‘Finally, let me leave you with this,’ Brian says. ‘It concerns a Japanese gymnast called Shun Fujimoto. He was a member of Japan’s six-man team at the Montreal Olympics

  of 1976. During his floor exercise, he lands badly and breaks his kneecap, but instead of withdrawing from the competition he tells no one of the pain he is in and carries on. Somehow he makes it

  through his pommel horse routine, scoring a vital 9.5, but to give his teammates a chance of winning gold he has to perform next on the high rings as never before. He’s lifted up, runs

  through his sequence of twists and turns flawlessly, all the time knowing that he has to nail his dismount or his country will lose. Flying off the rings he lands, takes no more than half a step to

  catch his balance, and raises his arms in completion of his performance. His score is the highest he has ever received and Japan go on to win gold. As Shun limps off the mat his kneecap is

  virtually hanging off, his leg shattered.




  ‘What are you prepared to do for each other tomorrow?’




  Brian knows he’s done his job well. We are shaking and shivering with a mixture of anger, excitement and fear. Realizing we might need a little calming down to go with the winding up, he

  changes his tone and speaks again. ‘When you race tomorrow, who is the real opposition? Who is it that stands between you the Olympic gold medal?’




  Brian answers his own question. ‘It’s the face you see in the mirror when you wake up tomorrow morning.’




  Lying in bed later there is only one thing on my mind. If that is what Fujimoto was prepared to do for his team, what am I prepared to do for mine?




  Our tactics for the forthcoming race have been worked out to the finest detail with Steve Gunn. Until very recently Jonny and I had been rowing in an eight. Tomorrow’s Olympic final will

  only be something like our seventh ever coxed pair race. We have decided this is to our advantage. We are to a large extent an unknown entity and we plan on using that as a strength.




  Most people tend to row the coxed pair at about thirty-four strokes per minute. Our plan is to whip along the course at thirty-nine – very, very high for a pair – and then take any

  changes of pace off that rate. To assist us, Steve sawed a section of the handles off our oars and moved the fulcrum back to where it should be, giving us more in-board leverage and less out-board.

  As a result, we aren’t moving the boat quite as far per stroke, but we can maintain the stroke rate we have set ourselves.




  The plan for the race is simple. We know the Abbagnales like to blow the opposition away early, so we will aim to start as well as possible, the first ten strokes at as high a rate as we can

  manage. For the next ten we’ll try to push the boat’s speed up as fast as we can, with a view to keeping the pressure on the Italians. We never want them to rest. We aren’t going

  to give anything away for nothing. Then we’ll settle into our pace for the remainder of the first 500 m. We’ll push hard to maintain our pace during the second 500 m, through halfway,

  then at the 1250-m mark, when everyone else is hurting, we’ll instigate a thirty-stroke surge: ten strokes pushing and pulling as hard as we can, then ten where we lift the rate even further,

  then a final ten strokes where we reduce the rate slightly and pull with everything we have. At 350 m to go we’ll pick it up again for the last push.




  Simple.




  That night it’s hard to sleep. I’m hot, really hot, and I’m incredibly restless. I’m afraid of how much it’s going to hurt, afraid I’m going to let Jonny

  down, that I’m not as tough as Shun Fujimoto, or Jonny. I’m also thinking how cool it would be to win. This time tomorrow I could be Olympic Champion. I have been picturing the race by

  listening to a tape Brian prepared for us. I know it’s not good to focus on the actual winning and I settle for visualizing rowing well. That helps. I know I can do that. I only need 250

  great strokes, that’s all. If I do that then I get what I deserve, and I think I deserve to win the Olympics.




  I have lots of good luck cards, including one from an Australian girl I have had a relationship with at rowing events for the last few years. In it she has written, ‘Take what’s

  yours!’ I see my gold medal, sitting in a cupboard somewhere waiting for me to collect it tomorrow. I will, and I’ll do it by rowing one stroke after another, just like I’ve done

  so many times before. Two hundred and fifty great strokes, I can take that on.




  I get up and walk into the bathroom, where I look myself in the eye in the mirror. The face I see staring back at me is the only thing standing in the way of a gold medal. I can overcome the

  challenge it poses, I can do this tomorrow. Safe in that knowledge I am able to sleep.




  The weather the following morning is perfect. We go out early and have a good paddle. The race itself is scheduled to begin at 9.30 a.m. We are feeling good; it’s as though things are

  falling into place for us. We had been unable to get hold of any tickets for our parents until the day before, when we bumped into a kid from our old school who was volunteering at the ticket

  office. Somehow he’s managed to get us the two tickets we needed. Mum and Dad will be there to see us, whether we win or lose.




  After our paddle, we come in and make our way to the massive tent where the rowers are fed. It’s a weird atmosphere. Some of us are racing that day while others, like Steve Redgrave and

  Matthew Pinsent, raced the previous day – and won. They are keeping out of our way but they are still there, trying to be supportive and invisible at the same time. I want the race to happen

  but the clock moves so slowly. The three of us sit together and say nothing. Jonny always goes quiet and looks like he’s about to kill someone. I do worry that it might be me if I say

  something ridiculous, which I am prone to, so I keep my mouth shut and focus on rowing well. Two hundred and fifty great strokes. I can do that.




  Then it’s off to the boat. I feel calm, we all do. Steve talks us through the plan one last time then, as he pushes us off the landing stage, he has this look of hard determination in his

  eyes. He needs no words. He has been capable of making me terrified and ready to perform ever since I joined the school where he taught. Like my brother, Steve has the ability to project a look of

  steely determination that’s slightly deranged. He has that look today, and as he pushes us off I know we can be as tough as him. We can deliver. Steve looks calm, which means I can

  feel calm. (I later learn that he lit two cigarettes and smoked them simultaneously as soon as we had disappeared from sight.)




  The warm-up goes well, with a few technical exercises followed by some powerful bursts of work. The boat seems to be flying. We are full of energy and ready to fight. When Garry calls for race

  pace we deliver something that’s sustainable for 200 m, not the full 2000 m, but we don’t care. We are full of adrenalin and desperate to be allowed to smash it out in the race.




  During our warm-up the women’s eight leave to compete in their final. We have to stop while they line up and then disappear. As we finish our warm-up we can hear the commentary for their

  race. In what seems like no time, they have gone from here to there, and now one of those crews is Olympic Champion. Four years’ work has been completed.




  The starter calls our race. It’s our turn to manoeuvre the boat into the lane and then to back it into the waiting arms of a small child who holds it straight in her hands. The Romanians

  are to our left, the Italians to our right.




  The starter raises his flag.




  ‘Are you ready . . .’




  There are two people above all others who inspired me to take up rowing. My older brother by three years, Jonny, and Martin Cross, the history teacher at our secondary school,

  Hampton. In 1984 Martin (Mr Cross as I knew him then) disappeared to LA for the summer with a young bloke called Steve Redgrave, along with Andy Holmes, Richard Budgett and cox Adrian Ellison, and

  came back with a gold medal. I was twelve years old, about to start my second year at Hampton school, and although I had taken almost no interest in rowing up to that point, I thought winning a

  gold medal was pretty cool – for a teacher.




  Up until the age of thirteen I’d played rugby, and even though I’d seen some rowing at school, it wasn’t really for me. I thought the guys who did it were all a bit soft and

  probably only settled for rowing because they weren’t much good at anything else.




  Prior to attending Hampton, Jonny and I both went to state primary schools in Shepperton (Littleton Infants followed by St Nicholas Primary), where Jonny obviously shone because the teachers at

  St Nicholas suggested to Mum and Dad that he sit the entrance exams for Hampton, an independent school that offered various bursaries.




  The possibility of Jonny winning a bursary was critical. At this stage, when Jonny was eleven, Mum was a teacher and Dad a student. He’d been a policeman, but had recently decided that he

  wanted to be more involved with his family and that the shift work required in the police force wasn’t conducive to how he wanted to live his life. I have very strong memories of coming home

  from school and having to tiptoe around the house because Dad was asleep upstairs, having been on duty all night. I also remember numerous occasions when he had to wave goodbye to Jonny and me on a

  Sunday afternoon to go off to work while we played games in the back garden.




  So Dad decided to make a change and went back to university to study chartered surveying. On graduating he went into the estate agent business while he completed his professional qualifications,

  then spent the remainder of his career as a chartered surveyor.




  During the three years that Dad was studying, the family income was slashed in half, which would have made Jonny’s move to Hampton impossible had his fees not been paid by a bursary. Given

  Jonny’s academic ability the grant was never really in doubt, although he did make it as hard as possible for himself – halfway through the entrance exam he asked to be excused to go to

  the toilet and promptly got lost, missing a large chunk of exam time. When Dad found out he made sure the school knew what had happened, but he was quickly reassured. ‘Mr Searle, I

  don’t think that’s going to be a problem.’




  While Dad studied, the onus was on Mum to be the main bread winner, and I can’t think of anyone better suited to rise to the challenge. She taught PE, then art, and went on to become head

  of department; she was one of those teachers who arrived early and went home late. Mum is a tough no-nonsense lady with perhaps the strongest work ethic I have ever come across.




  I once managed to convince her that I wasn’t well enough to go to school, a rare event in our household. Bubonic plague would just about get you a day in bed, but not much else. Somehow,

  however, I pulled it off and by lunchtime, amazingly, I was feeling better, so I went down to the town with Dad to get my hair cut. That evening Mum said nothing when she found out, and instead

  wrote a letter for me to take to school the following day. She didn’t beat about the bush: ‘Gregory convinced me he wasn’t well enough to go to school in the morning, but he

  obviously was because he went and got his hair cut, so please feel free to give him a Saturday detention or whatever the school feels is appropriate to make up the time he has lost.’




  I, of course, was unaware of the contents of the letter and proudly handed it to my form teacher, safe in the knowledge that I had got away with a day off, until I was later summoned and

  instructed to be at the school gates bright and early on Saturday for extra classes. I didn’t try that again.




  Mum’s attitude came directly from her own mother I believe. She was one of those lived-through-the-war drove-an-ambulance-around-Plymouth kind of grannies. In a word, tough. She was a

  mother of four children and my grandfather was a very traditional man who wasn’t much involved with his kids. My mother learned early on that if you wanted something done you had to do it

  yourself; Granny was too busy keeping the household running to have time to indulge anyone.




  Mum’s can-do attitude hasn’t changed since retirement. On one of my wife Jenny’s first visits to my parents’ home, Mum was out in the garden digging with one of those

  four-pronged garden forks when we arrived. She explained that she wanted to finish off her borders before coming in for a cup of coffee; she’d been out there for an hour and said she had

  another hour or so left to do. As I stood there chatting I noticed her work rate wasn’t as high as usual and that she was hobbling a little. Then I spotted a small trail of blood on the

  grass. When I asked Mum if everything was OK she said she was fine, but that she’d accidently hit her foot with the fork earlier. I feel bad now but I left her to it and went inside as I

  didn’t fancy waiting an hour for that cup of coffee. When she eventually hobbled in I realized she was more injured than she’d let on. There was a hole in the top of her wellie around

  the middle of her foot – and a matching hole in the sole! She’d jabbed the fork right through her foot and carried on digging for another couple of hours! It took a fair bit of cajoling

  for her to allow me and Jenny to drive her to hospital to get it looked at. I guess that must have been when Jenny realized what she’d taken on.




  I like to think Dad’s determination to achieve his goals and Mum’s work ethic both rubbed off on me – point me in the right direction and I’ll do it. What I know is that

  I’ve inherited their competitive spirit, and Jonny, too, maybe even more so.




  Mum had been a good all-round athlete in her youth, and reached county level at netball and track and field, while my dad was very keen on rugby and cricket and had also played at a decent

  level. He’s one of three boys and by nature competitive. He isn’t one to talk himself up but he’ll always do everything he can to win. His father owned a shop in Plymouth during

  and after the war, and he used to go along to watch my dad and his brothers play sports – usually from outside the school fence. I think he wanted them to do well, but he never wanted to make

  a big show of it. Jonny’s and my home life was similar to my father’s: quietly competitive. This approach seemed to cover most things we did, from cricket in the garden to eating a

  Chinese takeaway (from the Wing Wah House) on a Saturday night.




  Both Jonny and I were brought up with very firm views on how we should conduct ourselves: play hard but play by the rules. If the umpire indicated you were caught out during a cricket match,

  there would never be a moment’s hesitation, regardless of whether you thought you’d nicked the ball or not. You always walked. That’s how Dad taught us to play. Same for our

  Chinese treat. The rules were clear. We’d have four main dishes and you were definitely only allowed a quarter of each. Get too greedy and you were in trouble! But equally, if you were too

  slow, then your portion of sweet and sour pork became fair game.




  To help with the family finances Dad used to buy and sell all sorts of old rubbish. We’d put adverts in the local paper and end up buying collections of cigarette cards, coins, medals,

  stamps . . . then at the weekends we’d take a stall at an antique fair and sell whatever we could. If it went well we’d have earned that visit to the Wing Wah House on the way home, and

  whatever profit was left went towards our holidays.




  Holidays tended to involve touring around Europe with a tent in the back of the car. Once pitched at a site, we would check out whatever local attractions we could find. We weren’t fussy.

  On one trip to a lake in southern France I remember Jonny and I becoming involved in an England versus the rest of the world tug of war. It ended badly with me and some French kid fighting in the

  water.




  In the evening the four of us used to sit up and play cards. As far as my parents are concerned there is only one card game worth the time of day, and that’s bridge, which our parents

  taught us to play. In many ways it reflects our family ethos: competitive, intellectually stimulating and all-consuming.




  Jonny securing his place at Hampton opened the door to rowing. Up until then we had no knowledge or interest in the sport; the opportunity to give it a go had never arisen and

  that’s probably how it would have stayed had Jonny not passed his entrance exam. Rugby was the thing for me back then, and when I was eight Dad took me along to Staines Rugby Club, where

  during my first session he saw me running down the middle of the pitch, handing off the opposition and scoring time and again between the posts. He was quietly impressed and wondered what sort of

  rugby future might lie ahead of me. Twickenham maybe? It was a bit of a letdown, therefore, when the coach came over for a chat at the end. ‘Yes, Mr Searle, your son isn’t a bad player.

  Next week he can join in with our “A” team group.’




  It hadn’t been a bad debut, but it had been against the kids who only turned up once in a while. The following week against the regulars was a bit of a reality check, but at least I was

  playing alongside the best kids, who knew how to pass, tackle and really make a game of it.




  My path to the classrooms of Hampton was not as smooth as my brother’s. In fact, I was unsure whether I wanted to go there at all, but my parents decided they ought to give both of us the

  same opportunity. The fact that Jonny was considerably more academic than me had two consequences. One, my parents had to work very hard with me to help me through the entrance exam (which I

  passed, just), even organizing additional tuition, and two, because I was neither a high-flyer, nor from an underprivileged background, we had to pay the full fees. Dad was just starting out as an

  estate agent, and it required a considerable tightening of the family belts, which they were happy to do. I didn’t appreciate any of that at the time – like all kids everything just

  seemed, well, normal – but I realize now that I wouldn’t be writing this book had it not been for the personal sacrifices Mum and Dad were willing to make.




  Jonny started rowing when he was fourteen years old, under the guidance of a teacher called Mr Creber. Up until then Jonny hadn’t been particularly sporty, that adjective was more often

  associated with me, but Mr Creber saw his potential and encouraged him into a boat, saying, ‘I will make an athlete of you one day.’ That proved to be a very important quote for my life

  as much as Jonny’s, because if my brother hadn’t taken to the water I think it’s questionable whether I would have.




  Hampton’s approach to rowing has been pivotal to my attitude towards the sport, and also in a more general sense. The coaching there followed a very clear path: first, under Mr

  Creber’s guidance we learned the technique, then we learned to enjoy it, then we became hungry for success. That way of thinking is important to me now with my own kids, because I don’t

  get overly excited about my daughter, say, hitting a personal best aged ten. I am pleased that she likes swimming and enjoys it, and I want to be incredibly supportive, but keep her achievements

  and disappointments in perspective. Let her have fun to start with; if she wants to move things on later, fine, we’ll take that when it comes.




  How this manifested itself at Hampton was by not putting the best eight boys in a boat together during the first couple of years, even for competitive races. I think that’s a very clever

  way of creating a positive feel for sport in a school environment. The reason they did this was because a rower’s long-term potential doesn’t necessarily come out at the beginning, and

  the coaches were looking to avoid two things: first crushing confidence early on, and second giving an over-inflated sense of achievement, only for disappointment to follow. Where is the fun in

  either of those scenarios?




  Adolescent boys grow at very different rates. When you first set foot on one of those awkward, wobbly, unnatural structures called a boat, it can be very off-putting, and it’s often the

  shorter, more co-ordinated boys, those who are likely to be fairly sporty already, who do well straight away. But after a year, do they have the stickability for a sport that’s tough,

  painful, tedious and doesn’t offer the immediate results boys like that might be used to, such as scoring a goal or a try? Equally, leverage in rowing is crucial. The taller you are, the

  longer your reach and the faster you can propel the boat. But someone who is tall for his age at fourteen might not be at sixteen. So rather than creating an environment that produces a

  man-of-the-match every day – instant gratification if you like – at Hampton they encouraged an attitude that said, ‘We are all learning, we are all performing, we are all growing

  together.’




  When it came to the summer, after a year of rowing, the school might have had an inkling about who were the best boys out of the twenty or so they had, but they still mixed everyone up between

  the various boats – an eight, two fours and a quad scull – which meant other schools would come along and win the races we entered. Those schools would be thrilled at how fast they were

  progressing, but two years down the line would those kids still be motivated and training hard having experienced success so early?




  Come the second season, and with a group of boys who had proved their genuine enthusiasm for rowing, Hampton moved up a gear, putting out a definite first eight comprising a group of lads who

  were not only taller and stronger but, most importantly, determined. In 1984 Jonny made it into the under-fifteens eight, J-15 in rowing jargon, and his boat won the National Schools’ Regatta

  at Nottingham. This was the first time I really sat up and took notice of rowing. I was still too young to become involved, but I was very happy for my brother. It was amazing to think he’d

  found a sport where he could be the best in Britain.




  The following year, with Jonny having moved up to the school’s overall first eight, he swept the board, winning what is known as the Triple – the Schools’ Head of the River on

  the Thames (a time trial over the Boat Race course), the National Schools’ (British schools only) and the Princess Elizabeth Challenge Cup at Henley (the big one, involving all-comers).




  When he won at Henley, I was seriously impressed. Henley is a great event because you have the best of all rowers racing alongside one another. For instance, on the same afternoon as

  Jonny’s race in the Hampton School first eight, racing on the same course and rowing for Great Britain was our teacher Martin Cross, who had become an Olympic champion less than a year

  earlier. It was no surprise, therefore, that Jonny and his school buddies, the ones I had seen punishing themselves at the gym, running around the street by our school or just sitting in our

  kitchen eating loads of toast, were suddenly big stars. I was delighted for him. When we competed against each other, of course I wanted to win, but no more than when I played against anyone else.

  For me, beating my brother was not an additional motivation; there wasn’t a hint of sibling rivalry between us. We always had similar interests but different strengths, which is why

  I’ve always been happy to support him.




  In the Henley final Jonny’s crew were up against some big, strong American boys from a school called St Paul’s, Concord. If you were to compare the average weights of the two crews,

  the Hampton lads probably came in at around 11 or 12 stone, whereas the Americans were probably nearer 14 stone. Think of it like this, our bowman was smaller than their cox.




  What Hampton had, however, was a toughness and technically brilliant coaching, in particular from the biology teacher, Steve Gunn. Looking back from a distance, it’s quite incredible the

  hot bed of talent the school had in that department. First there was the awareness of Mr Creber and other staff members, who had an ability to make young lads understand the fundamentals of the

  sport, and more importantly took time to nurture their talent. As these boys progressed through the school, with that solid foundation they were well equipped to cope with the far tougher regime

  that was to follow, where they would be expected to take responsibility for themselves and act like men, pushing everything to the limit. Pupils falling exhausted off the rowing machine and puking

  in a corner of the gym was a common sight.




  Then there was the inspiration that was Martin Cross, a fantastic hero, plus the technical excellence of Steve Gunn who was prepared to put rowing ahead of everything else in order to train his

  crews to care and be passionate and successful. It’s no surprise that after steering Hampton to become the best rowing school in the country for six years, Steve went on to coach the British

  team over many years and is now head of the talent development programme.




  I followed Jonny’s race as much as I could. We hadn’t been to Henley before and didn’t have the badges that provided access to the nice areas near the finish. We parked the car

  by the river, somewhere near the start, but were unable to tell what was going on, so I legged it along the bank. I was jumping over picnics, trying not to knock over drunken spectators, in an

  attempt to keep up with the race, but as the crews disappeared towards the finish line I couldn’t tell who was winning.




  By the time I’d run the whole way behind the Stewards’ Enclosure and made it back to the river I could see both crews totally exhausted and collapsed over their oars. It still

  wasn’t clear who’d won, but I later learned that Hampton had come back from more than a length down to win by about a foot in a race run over more than 2000 m. What was clear, however,

  was that something special happened for Jonny and his crew that day. Those eight guys, plus the cox and Steve Gunn, had done something that had seemed impossible and which they will take to their

  graves. They remain close to this day. Having seen this up close, I realized what rowing had to offer – and I wanted some of it.




  The first casualty of that decision was rugby. I had moved on from Staines and was a solid member of the school team, No. 8 and pack leader. But the commitment necessary to become a rower made

  it impossible to pursue both activities and rugby lost out. Mr Timbs, the rugby coach, was very disappointed. Not only was I jumping ship, so were half his forwards. He did his best to persuade me

  otherwise, insisting I had the potential to be the best No. 8 the school had ever produced (I’m pretty sure he was flattering me), but my heart was set on emulating Jonny. I have remained

  friends with Mr Timbs over the years and whenever I go back to Hampton for a presentation or just to say hello, he admits now that I probably made the correct choice.




  My other motivation was girls. Hampton was a boys-only day school, with a girls’ school next door, Lady Eleanor Holles, and rowing was one of the few things we jointly participated in. I

  would be lying if I said this had no effect at all on my decision, but it was a secondary factor, honestly.




  The impact of Hampton winning the Triple in 1985 was immediate. Jonny’s eight were all either in the fifth form or lower sixth, and their success resulted in the boys below them training

  even harder as they pushed for a seat in the boat. I was a bit nervous taking up rowing immediately after Jonny had done so well, but he was very supportive. He competed for England in the

  Anglo-French match, which I thought was great in itself, but he was a bit gutted not to have made the full Great Britain team, and when he returned he gave me his England shirt, which I wore for

  training pretty much straight away. Kitted out like that I had to make sure I wasn’t messing about.




  Occasionally at lunchtimes the boys in Jonny’s year wheeled the ergo – an indoor rowing machine – from the gym out into the quadrangle in the middle of the school. Me and a

  bunch of other rowing hopefuls would watch them as they trained, going at it as hard as they possibly could until they collapsed from their seat into a sweating bundle on the grass, legs twitching,

  arms strained beyond the point of intense pain and vomiting from exertion. That’s cool, I would think. I want to do that. That’s what it’s supposed to be like. With those guys as

  my role models, from day one, even though I was still a bit of a jester, I tried to push myself at every opportunity, and that attitude, combined with my natural physiology, resulted in me rising

  through the rowing ranks fairly quickly.




  My first ever win was against Kingston Grammar School at the Thames Ditton Regatta in 1986. It’s held on the Kingston stretch of the river outside Hampton Court Palace and is a classic,

  lovely regatta with about eight entries, knockout rounds and a final that pitted Hampton against a Kingston crew that included James Cracknell. It proved to be the first of many occasions over the

  coming years when James’ and my paths would cross. We are the same age and our rowing histories have been very much intertwined.




  I’m not sure we were a better boat than Kingston. I’ve talked to James about it since and he is pretty certain of what happened. The race was close until their cox steered off course

  and we were able to row through them. Whatever happened, it was great to win a ‘pot’. In the case of the Thames Ditton Regatta the ‘pot’ was a nice glass tankard with the

  event engraved on it. Jonny had loads of these things and now I had one of my own to drink orange squash from!




  I loved the feeling that the win brought and I wanted more of it, but unfortunately the following year at J-15 we were anything but spectacular, failing to match the success of Jonny’s

  eight at the National Schools’ Regatta. That was disappointing, and I realized that in order to taste victory again I would have to work hard to make it into the school’s first eight,

  where I could have a go at winning the Triple.




  As I joined the fifth form and the top rowing group in the school, Jonny left Hampton for Oxford University, having lifted the Triple again in 1986 with exactly the same eight, but not before he

  was selected to represent Britain in the coxless four at the Junior World Championships for a second time. The previous year Mum, Dad and I had driven to Roudnice in Czechoslovakia to watch him win

  silver, and in the summer of 1987 we were off again, this time to Cologne. From a standing start three years earlier, rowing had quickly become a major part of Searle family life.




  In Cologne I had a school friend with me and we felt very grown up, sharing a hotel room and having the freedom to explore without Mum and Dad supervising us. This was a big event, with posters

  plastered all over the city, and during our attempts to chat up pretty German girls we tried to introduce the topic of ‘Rudern’ in the hope that some of the star quality of the athletes

  would rub off on us. It didn’t work, so we settled for messing about in the hotel pool instead. This also didn’t turn out too well. One day we were kicking a football around, trying to

  do diving headers into the water, when we ended up knocking a rather impressive plant pot into the water. The contents expanded like a filthy cloud and we were forced to scarper pretty fast. I

  imagine the hotelier was in no doubt who the culprits were.




  For all the fun and games we got up to, however, on the whole we were captivated by the rowing itself. That’s what we were there for and that’s what we loved: watching it, being

  involved and soaking up the atmosphere. Suddenly, however vicariously, I was part of big-time sport. It doesn’t get much better, I thought, as Jonny’s boat lined up for the final. Well

  maybe it could get a bit better. Come on, Jonny!




  Jonny’s four was coached by Steve Gunn and consisted of a guy from Nottingham, Toby Hessian, who went to the Olympics; Tim Foster, gold medallist in 2000 with Redgrave, and Rupert

  Obholzer, known as Obby, who was to row with us at the Atlanta Olympics. No British team had ever won a gold at the Juniors, not even Steve Redgrave, who’d given it a go but had returned with

  ‘just’ a silver.




  This time we knew where to sit and what to watch out for. Jonny had ‘trained’ my parents well and they knew he needed to focus. We got there in loads of time and sat with the other

  British supporters. The events before the men’s four went as expected, with the other British crews doing quite well but not winning. Finally it came to Jonny’s race. I stood and

  watched with my folks as the rest of the British supporters chanted, ‘GB, GB,’ which I’ve always thought sounds a little ridiculous. And then they delivered. They were the

  best-drilled crew in the race and I knew there wouldn’t be many tougher. Britain had won their first gold and my brother had played an essential part in achieving that. It was a brilliant

  feeling. The taste of success was sweet, even when it wasn’t my own. Just think what I would feel like if I could ever achieve that myself?




  Despite the school’s relative lack of success at J-15, at the beginning of my fifth year at Hampton, out of the twenty or twenty-five guys who were rowing, I knew I was a strong contender

  for the first eight. I’d been putting in the hours and consistently performing during the punishing programme we had to fit in around classes. A typical week would consist of a six-mile run

  to Bushy Park and back on a Monday lunchtime with weights at night; Tuesday was weights in the evening; Wednesday rowing and games; Thursday evening weights; Friday ergo at lunchtime and Saturday

  rowing twice in the morning, with optional additional rowing on Sunday. With that foundation, and following my results in the trials that autumn and winter, I fought my way into the first eight,

  becoming one of only two fifth-formers in the boat.




  In terms of the rest of the school, that set me apart to some extent. The ‘Boaties’, as we were known, definitely didn’t have the street cred of the rugby boys. We were totally

  focused – no smoking, drinking or chasing girls. In fact, I think it would be fair to say we were regarded as slightly geeky. That didn’t bother me in the slightest; it wasn’t as

  though I felt I was making a sacrifice, on the contrary, I was making a choice. I was well aware of what I was turning my back on, and I knew what I was moving towards. I’d experienced it at

  Henley and in Cologne.




  In my mind it was cooler to be one of the rowers, who would win races and go to World Championships, than to be just one of the rest. In truth, for me it wasn’t such a black and white

  issue anyway. Unlike Jonny, I’d played rugby for the first couple of years at school and was still friends with a lot of that crowd. I just chose not to socialize with them out of school

  hours because I preferred to train and hang out with the other rowers, who were a really tight, close-knit group.




  Despite having lost Jonny and the other guys in his year, Hampton’s first eight for the 1988 season was still strong, with some very good guys, including Obby, still basking in the light

  of his World Junior gold and now in the upper sixth. Obby had been Jonny’s partner in the pairs, and when I found myself stepping into a boat with him that year it was fantastic. I’d

  never really felt I was in Jonny’s shadow, but if anyone had thought that it must surely have been dispelled when they saw me shoulder to shoulder and holding my own with one of the

  country’s best junior rowers. It certainly gave me added confidence as we set out on our mission to maintain the school’s momentum of the past few years and capture the Triple

  again.




  I could go into a lot of detail here of how that season progressed, the various races we competed in and won against schools like Eton and Radley and men’s clubs such as Tideway Scullers

  and Kingston, but I don’t think it’s necessary. Suffice to say, the more we raced, the better we became. What is important is that we developed a signature way of racing –

  we’d be tough and find a good pace, then we’d always have a strong finish. It was ingrained in everything we did, from our Bushy Park runs, which always ended in a mile-long mad sprint

  back to school, during which your sole desire was to catch the bloke in front and stay ahead of the bloke behind (throwing up at the end of those runs was a common occurrence, and then it was time

  to grab a bite to eat before lessons resumed), to circuit training and the sessions on the ergo, which we would set to, say, 5 km and everyone would bust a gut to beat their personal best time.

  Basically you pushed yourself until you were exhausted, then you went again. When it came to racing, the bigger, stronger guys might lead for the first half, but they couldn’t cope with our

  blistering finish. Jonny’s eight had developed the same style. In 1985 the Americans had taken a substantial lead, but Hampton had reeled them back and rowed through to the line; we were

  doing the same. It was the Martin Cross way, and when Martin rowed in a coxed four at the Olympics in 1988 in Seoul they seemed to come from nowhere to qualify for the final – the commentator

  identified it as the ‘Cross Factor’! Four years later it was to pay me the biggest dividend of them all.




  Having won the first leg of the Triple, the Schools’ Head of the River, we came up against Matthew Pinsent’s Eton in the finals of the National Schools’ and the Princess

  Elizabeth Cup at Henley. Matthew was already pretty well known in rowing circles, having been the best guy in the GB eight not to make Jonny’s four in the World Juniors in 1987. Following

  that he’d been promoted to partnering Tim Foster in the GB pair, an event they went on to win at the Juniors the following year. To me, though, he was just one of a group of faceless Etonians

  I wanted to beat.




  While neither school could exactly be described as a typical comprehensive, we managed to build up an image of that Eton boat in comparison to our own – privileged posh boys versus tough

  street fighters; them versus us. We couldn’t, wouldn’t, let them win. Having developed this mentality, we would then paint ourselves a picture – the Eton boat is half a length up

  on you, there’s 250 m to go, what are we going to do about it?




  At the National Schools’ we squeezed the start beautifully. It was a classic moment that I still want to teach the GB eight today. As the starter said, ‘Attention,’ we locked

  the oars in the water, and the moment he said, ‘Go,’ we popped the boat right out ahead of them, taking an early lead and then inching away. Every stroke was tough, but we were together

  and committed. We wouldn’t let those soft, posh twats back into the race. (The fact that we were pretty much the same was beside the point!) It might have looked like we jumped the start, but

  we didn’t, we timed it perfectly. Mind you, if he hadn’t said, ‘Go,’ immediately we could have been in trouble with a false start. We could have strained and held on for a

  split second longer, but only just. As it was, I don’t think it really mattered, by the National Schools’ we had hit our stride and I don’t think Eton could have done anything to

  stop us, regardless of the start.




  If proof were needed, it arrived at Henley with the Princess Elizabeth Cup. We took up residence in the church hall in a little village called Remenham by the river near Henley. We slept on the

  floor and cooked and ate all our meals together. My best mate was also a sixteen-year-old fifth-former called Doran Tranmer, who fancied himself as a bit of a joker. I’d been sleeping pretty

  well until the day he decided to get a little too close for comfort, belly flopping on top of me while I lay on my air bed. Doran had a decent-sized stomach on him, causing my bed to pop

  spectacularly. I didn’t sleep as soundly after that, but it didn’t detract from our performance.




  We went through each round of the competition, winning well and feeling like top dogs, and on the final day we destroyed Matthew Pinsent and his buddies and we loved it. At that age, beating

  Eton, our arch enemies as we saw them, in such a convincing manner was the best feeling in the world. Any other result would have been a surprise, but we still had to work for it every stroke of

  the way. We suffered a bout of illness in the final week, but even with the late substitution into our team of a bloke I can only describe as a ‘punk rocker nutter’ we were still too

  good.




  Winning the Triple felt as fantastic as I had imagined. The deep satisfaction of crossing the line first, knowing you’ve won, is what drives me still, and Henley that year was the first

  time the feeling seeped into my soul. It’s never left me.




  I believe our success that season was based largely on what I now see as one of the most important factors within a team – trust, which was built on three pillars. We had

  credibility in each other’s eyes, we’d all earned our place. We were reliable – we proved that individually time and again on the water, on the ergos and in the gym.

  For instance, in one exercise the cox would blow a whistle every three seconds, and on his signal we all power-pulled weighted bars from the floor on to our shoulders, like a weightlifter about to

  perform a clean and jerk, without the jerk bit. We’d hold the bar momentarily on our shoulders, drop it and go again on the next whistle. Pull out at ten repetitions and you may as well head

  straight home. That’s not a guy you can rely on. By thirty, everyone would be feeling it, me perhaps more than most. At 6 foot 5" and weighing around 13 stone that bar had a long way to

  travel, much further than my 5 foot 8", 12½ stone mates! By forty, we all knew we’d been through hell together, until one by one we’d collapse, muscles shaking, sweat dripping,

  in full view of everyone, finding it physically impossible to continue. Sixty was pretty much anyone’s max, and eventually there would be only one man standing. The collective knowledge of

  the individual effort each member of the crew had put in was an incredibly intense bond.




  Finally, we had intimacy – we knew each other really well and cared about what each other said and wanted to say, understanding who was tough and who needed more support. The

  confidence that level of trust instils is immense.




  Perhaps most importantly of all, however, we weren’t self-interested. We all wanted the same thing: to win together, for ourselves and for each other.




  Throughout the year we had become a self-regulating group. If anyone stepped over the line that we’d agreed on, say for instance smoking or turning up for training hungover, we would make

  their life in the team very hard. That wasn’t how the members of our boat acted. For those of us who were driven by the success we were certain the eight could achieve, the thought of the

  people around you not wanting you there was too much to deal with. So it didn’t happen, or very rarely.




  After completing the Triple, something extraordinary happened – every member of our eight was selected for the GB Junior squad to go to Milan in the summer of 1988, accounting for more

  than a quarter of the team. For me it was particularly exciting because I was still only sixteen. If everything went according to plan, that meant I’d have three years as a junior, which was

  very uncommon; the youngest anyone usually got a shot at the team was seventeen.




  Even better was the fact that Doran was coming, too. We were two big, goofy blokes out to have some fun. Dumb and Dumber probably sums us up best. At 15 stone Doran was two stone heavier than

  me, and over the following two years at school we both increased in weight by a stone each year. By the time we left we were 15 stone and 17 stone respectively – that made us pretty big

  school boys – and it wasn’t all muscle!




  Doran and I were put together in the coxed pair, which was the first time I’d ever tried that form of rowing. We had a great time and were the young clowns of the team. The contrast with

  the other GB coxless pair couldn’t have been greater. All the pressure was on Tim Foster and Matthew Pinsent, with Tim going for his second gold and Matthew determined to live up to his

  growing reputation as the big Etonian who looked like a farmer’s son, had amazing physiology and could row a bit. Tim and Pin (as they were known affectionately to some, but not us) were the

  stars and they weren’t afraid to show it.




  Then there was Greg and Doran, the reprobates who laughed and joked and mucked around constantly, eating spoonfuls of mustard, bombing each other in the swimming pool while the rest of the team

  were having cool-down sessions, cutting the sleeves off our kit and wearing silly headbands. Dumb and Dumber as I said, working hard but always with smiles on our faces.




  Initially the training camp was in Chester, where we spent about ten days rowing on the river Dee and having a brilliant time. It was not only the longest period I’d been away from home on

  my own, it was also the first opportunity I’d had to spend a prolonged amount of time with a group of girls who weren’t all from Lady Eleanor Holles. I already knew a few of the LEH

  rowers who’d made the women’s team and I was more than happy when they introduced us to their team-mates.




  There was one particular girl who rowed at stroke in the women’s eight. I thought she was gorgeous. Not only did she look great, but she was lovely and actually seemed impressed by my

  ability to take an already over-played joke to the next level, or to ask an even more ridiculous question than Doran in a serious meeting about something like drug-testing. It took a while before

  anything actually happened, but by the time we got to Milan for the World Championships our coach used to tuck us up in bed, then sit in the corridor reading and keeping guard. I’m sure I

  wouldn’t have tried to sneak off to her room – I was far too focused! We lasted through until about Christmas, before we split as a result of me misbehaving.




  Mum, Dad and Jonny all came out to Milan to support me – another summer holiday dictated by the rowing calendar. Earlier that year Jonny had won the first of his three Boat Races with

  Oxford and had been very close to making the British Olympic team for Seoul. To narrowly miss out had been a blow, and I think he viewed the trip to Milan, which he drove to with his mates in our

  Mini Mayfair – the same car I wrote off later that year, two days after passing my driving test! – as a welcome distraction.




  Beyond all expectations, Doran and I finished fourth. That might sound disappointing – people always say that just missing out on a medal is the worst result of all – but we saw it

  another way: we were two inexperienced British sixteen-year-olds beaten by a couple of Romanians sporting bushy beards! A medal would have been great, of course, but we were pleased just to be

  there and perform as well as we did.




  Part of the reason we did so well in a boat neither of us was familiar with was down to the influential coach we were allocated, a chap called Bruce Grainger, who had been around for a while but

  had fallen out of favour with British rowing. Presented with two out-of-place youngsters and a coach everyone was unsure what to do with, the management’s decision to pair us up was obvious.

  It worked, Bruce was really good for us. He knew his stuff, and because he was quirky he didn’t feel the need to curb our antics and stifle our enthusiasm as other more inexperienced coaches

  might have. In fact, I think Bruce enjoyed hearing about our escapades and recognized the importance of allowing us to be ourselves and let our personalities show.
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