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Chapter 1
The Assault Begins
5:13 a.m., Sunday, January 15, 1984
Ice cold January morning. Dan struggled over the rattling gate, making the chain and lock bang against the pole, but no one interrupted our illegal assault. No one passed our way or heard our self-denigrating laughter as we realized we looked more like bums, with our tattered shirts and leggings, than two aspiring Olympians.
I carefully handed my single scull over the gate to Dan. He took it from me and then set it on a grassy slope a few yards away. We repeated the maneuver with his boat, and then I passed him our oars. I took my time as I climbed over, being extra careful not to lose my balance as my groin traversed the sharp wire teeth along the top of the gate.
At 5:30 a.m., temperature about 38 degrees, a stiff wind blowing from the south, we gathered our equipment and hurried toward the lake. Our “Assault on Lake Casitas,” as we had decided to call it, had begun.
Our purpose in coming to this distant place at so peculiar an hour was to tap into the source of all rowing energy for 1984—Lake Casitas, the site of the rowing events for the Los Angeles Olympic Games. We were also in search of a Brad Lewis–style adventure, something wild, unprecedented, a break from the predictable and often boring rigors of training.
Once inside the forbidden sanctuary, my senses turned on edge, exactly the way I liked to feel. I glanced frequently at the road, but I knew a quick escape would be impossible with our delicate boats. We had to move carefully, keep low to the ground, and, if discovered, be prepared to split up, like they do in my favorite reruns of Rat Patrol.
I wondered what would happen if we were caught by the rangers who relentlessly patrolled the lake in search of trespassers. Lake Casitas served as a drinking water reservoir for Ventura County, and therefore, swimming, skiing, jet-skiing, wading, washing, splashing, frolicking, and sculling were illegal. The prospect of our skinny boats tipping over and our unclean bodies polluting the sacred waters made the rangers furious. The Lake Casitas guardians had decreed that only two exceptions would be made to their “No Sculling” law: the Pre-Olympic Regatta and the Olympic Games themselves.
A few months earlier, in September, I had raced at the Pre-Olympic Regatta. Since Lake Casitas had never hosted a regatta of any size, much less the Olympics, a practice competition was needed to ensure that the buoys would be in place and that the water would not be too rough for afternoon rowing. For this mock-Olympics, only the single and double scull competed, along with the straight pair and four-with coxswain.
A more accurate name for the competition might have been the Pre-Olympic Party, since the regatta took place only two weeks after the ’83 World Championships, the premiere event in rowing outside of the Olympics. Many of the competitors who arrived in California for the Pre-Olympics were tired of training. They were more interested in seeing Disneyland and learning to surf.
I too was tired, but I had a special reason for eagerly anticipating this regatta. My partner, Paul Enquist, and I had raced the double scull at the ’83 World Championships—and had finished dead last in the finals. Now, at the Pre-Olympics, we were presented with that rarest of opportunities in the sporting world, a second chance. We’d use it to prove that we were capable of racing, stroke for stroke, against the faster double scullers in the world.
Before the finals of the Pre-Olympics, Paul and I had decided on a new strategy. We’d row like maniacs for the first half—1000 meters. Then, with a handsome lead and all our opponents wondering what the hell we had eaten for breakfast, we would sell our souls to stay ahead until the finish line—2000 meters, a mile and a quarter. The distance was not far if you were flying overhead in a jet plane. It was roughly the distance to the moon if you were getting hammered, your ass handed to you, waked down and left behind, severely bruised and beaten.
The first part of our strategy worked to perfection. At the halfway mark, we led every top double scull team in the world by a full boat length of open water. Then the bed broke. First the Norwegians passed us, then the East Germans, followed by the Finnish double. Paul and I would have needed an extra set of lungs and legs to stay ahead. By the time we limped across the finish line, every boat except the Italians, two lightweight scullers, had passed us. A minute or two later, after being ordered by the race officials to vacate the finish line area—only medalists need stay around—we slowly paddled back to the dock, barely able to hang onto our oars.
As I listened to the medals being awarded to the Norwegians, I swore that I would never row the double scull again—not with Paul Enquist, not with anyone. My rowing future would be decided in the single scull, the one-man boat. You make your own success in the single scull. You win or lose by your own toughness. You alone are responsible for the outcome of the race. The sheer, unadulterated pleasure of winning a single sculling race, regardless of the level, from novice to elite, is enough to keep you training for another three years.
On this Sunday morning, the Pre-Olympic regatta was ancient history. A fresh year, a new year, the Olympic year, had finally arrived. Never before had I welcomed with such anticipation a specific sequence of numbers: one, nine, eight, four. 1984.
I tightened my oarlocks, put my right foot between the tracks, and with my left foot, I lightly pushed away from the shore. I have always loved the brief, exquisite moment when I freed myself from the constraints of land. Such a simple thing—push and glide—yet so wonderfully liberating.
I shivered, and my feet burned with a million pinpricks from having stood in the icy water. As I pulled on my socks I looked around me, trying to separate the limitless night sky from the lake surface. The water was so dark it appeared to have no depth, no bottom, as though I were sitting on a black cloud. I paddled toward the middle of the lake, gliding on the forbidden pool, hidden, unseen, in a cocoon. I closed my eyes for a few strokes and let the curtain drop completely.
I had begun rowing in high school, continued through college, and then another seven years—a grand total of 13 years. Through all those watery miles, and all those weights lifted, and all those hills run, I had been spiraling toward this tiny pond. Rowing, for me, had become a painful, most persistent itch that had gradually taken over my life. I would win the gold medal or die trying. The phrase “die trying” might sound corny, but when you expend an immeasurable amount of effort over 13 years, all toward a solitary goal, then a commitment to die trying is a natural evolution. Were it any other way, the time you spent rowing would have been wasted.
As the stars began to release their grip on the sky, I turned around and looked for Dan’s dark outline. Our row would be short this morning, roughly the same time and distance as the Olympic single scull finals, 2000 meters. Before leaving the shore, Dan and I had agreed to hold a pretend Olympic final, complete with starting commands in French, the international language of rowing.
A few minutes later, as we sat poised at the starting line, I gave the commands: “East Germany, prêt?” I couldn’t imagine an Olympic final without an East German. They were always fast, and they won an inordinate number of medals.
“Finland, prêt?” The great Finnish sculler, Pertti Karppinen, ’76 and ’80 Olympic champion, would certainly be favored to win.
“West Germany, prêt?” At the ’76 Montreal Olympics, from the standing-room-only side of the racecourse, I had watched the West German sculler, Peter-Michael Kolbe, lead the whole race, only to be passed by Karppinen in the last five strokes. This race made a serious impression on me. I was in awe of these titans, and I immediately wanted to join the battle. Within a few days, I had acquired a racing shell of my own, and before a year had passed, this obscure, antiquated sport had become my passion.
“Dan Louis, prêt?” He nodded and said nothing. Dan was my training partner and good friend. We both claimed to be six feet, four inches tall, although in honesty I needed a pair of cowboy boots to break the 76-inch barrier. In rowing, taller is better. We each weighed over 190 pounds, for which no pretending was required. Usually, both Dan and I needed a shave.
“Brad Lewis, prêt?” Believe it.
“Etes vous prêt? Partez!” On the word “Partez,” we charged through the rough water, spray flying, oars slapping, each of us trying to forge a lead in the early going. Dan hung tough. Although younger than I by five years, Dan was already an Olympic caliber sculler, and he always tried his hardest. I also tried hard, and I hated to lose. At the 1000-meter mark, I had a one-length lead.
In my imagination, Karppinen was ahead of me by half a length, but I was catching him. Was he sick? Too old, perhaps? Not me. I was hungry, angry—the best combination. With 20 strokes, to go I pulled even. Drive the legs, squeeze off the finish, more pressure, push the rating up another beat. Two more strokes, and on my last surge I drove past Karppinen and crossed the finish line in first place.
I slumped over my oars, fighting to catch my breath in the cold air. As I waited for Dan to come alongside, my homemade steam began to rise from every pore. We had rowed a good hard race.
The 1984 Olympic single scull trials would take place on May 5—four long months away. I wished they were tomorrow. After the single trials, another three months loomed until the Opening Ceremonies. Three thousand miles of continuous practice stretched in front of me like an endless ocean. Through all those miles, I had to nurture the sweet sensations I had felt this morning—unrelenting pursuit, complete abandon, consuming anger, grinding out the strokes, right through the finish.
Chapter 2
Wet Beginnings
Sculling is a remarkably simple discipline. To learn the basics of the sport, head down to Sears and buy a 12-foot aluminum rowboat and a pair of oars. Toss the boat into the nearest lake or river, set the oars in the locks, and blast off.
Immediately you’ll notice a problem—you’re facing backward. Like the tug-of-war, an Olympic sport in the early 1900s, and the backstroke in swimming, a sculler needs an intuitive sense of direction. Some scullers twist their heads around every stroke to check for watery obstructions, while others simply point their boat down the course and hope for the best. In theory all scullers must keep the land on their starboard side so boats going in opposite directions will pass each other like cars on a freeway. Unfortunately, no center divider exists on a winding river. Every practitioner of the sculling game eventually collides with something—a bridge abutment, a navigational buoy—pray it’s not another sculler.
After a few minutes, your arms and lower back will begin to tire and a small blister will form on the palm of your hand. Welcome to the world of sculling. But unlike your Sears rowboat, a competitive scull has wheels mounted underneath the seat. The seat rolls on a pair of grooved, 30-inch tracks. The addition of the rolling seat allows you to power each stroke with your legs, the strongest muscles in your body.
The stroke is divided into two complementary segments, the drive and the recovery. The drive propels the boat through the water. The recovery allows an oarsman to move from the end of the stroke, the release, to the beginning of the stroke, the catch. The drive is all muscle, strength, eye-popping effort. The recovery is cool, subtle, a chance to take a deep breath and prepare for the next drive.
The driving effort is carefully quantified in the psyche of every practicing oarsman: half-power is like walking up a flight of stairs; three-quarter power is the same as a steady jog up those stairs; full-power is the equivalent of running to the top of Mt. Whitney. Then comes race-power. This is a special category, reserved for the ultimate in physical expression. At the completion of the final stroke of a close race, an oarsman should collapse over his oars, having spent every possible ounce of energy. Fainting from exhaustion at the finish line, although rarely seen, is greatly respected among competitors.
On a warm, Newport Beach, Saturday afternoon, October 1970, I drove to the Orange Coast College boathouse with my brother, Tracy, who is three years older. He had an appointment to meet with Steve Reichert, the team’s best rower. Tracy was a strong oarsman, but his rough technique had kept him out of the first boat. Tracy hoped that an hour’s practice on the rowing machines, under Steve’s watchful eye, could whip his technique into shape. Steve and Tracy were close friends, and 20 years later they are still close friends. Rowing relationships, it seems, last a lifetime. I’ve met most of my own best friends, Zimmer, Clark, Fletcher, Roop, T. Smith, at the boathouse.
While Tracy and Steve practiced on the rowing machines, I walked around the deserted boathouse, looking at the beautifully crafted eight-man shells. The smooth, deep varnish was like a mirror on the skin of the wooden boats, and as I rubbed my hand over the surface, I could see my own distorted reflection trapped in the sheen. I walked to the end of the boathouse to inspect the oars, standing at attention like patient soldiers. The wooden handles had been worn smooth over the months and years.
Above my head a half-dozen single sculls hung from the rafters.
“How would you like to try sculling?” Steve asked, when they had finished their workout. “You can use one of the training singles. I’ll help you put it on the water.”
Steve carefully lowered a red and white trainer from the rafters. The scull descended from the heavens, and my life was never the same. The boat, a relatively clumsy, 50-pound beast, seemed to me an unbelievably sleek craft, ideal for exploring the harbor’s nooks and crannies. I’d found my escape vehicle of choice, the perfect solution for a young man, not yet old enough to drive, but already searching for his freedom.
“Remember,” he said, as I gingerly climbed into the boat, “the left hand goes over the right, and keep your thumbs over the ends of the oar handles. It’s simple. Left over right, and thumbs over the ends. Use the oars like trainer wheels—let them scrape across the water and you won’t tip over. Don’t worry, I’ll hold onto the stern, until you get a feel for the balance.”
With my bow pointed into the harbor, I practiced a few tentative strokes. My balance felt most precarious at the catch, when my oars were almost parallel to the boat. When I glanced up after a few strokes, I suddenly realized that Steve was now 30 feet away. He had let go of the stern. My first sculling lesson was now complete: left hand over right, thumbs over the ends of the oar handles, and most important, keep my head up.
I could hear Steve and Tracy laughing as I scuttled across the channel using tight little stokes. I managed to stay upright, which surprised them both, since many scullers tip over on their first outing. As I began to feel as though I’d mastered the balance, the driver of a 45-foot motorboat opened up the throttle. Three huge waves marched across the channel, straight toward me. I managed to keep my boat upright through the first wave, but the second wave struck before I had recovered. In a blink I tipped over. I swam my boat to the dock, emptied it out, and went back for more. I was 15 years old at the time of my sculling baptism.
Sculling is for individualists. I have it in my lineage, my genes, my soul, this rare characteristic. The whole Lewis family, brother Tracy, sister Val, mom Bernice, and dad David, are all individualists, all champions, ultra dependable, loyal beyond belief. I have been blessed with an amazing, wonderful family. Dad, a Los Angeles native, 27 years with Transamerica Insurance as a sales rep, won a silver medal at the Pan American Games for Seniors track and field in the 800 meters. He rowed at UCLA for a short time after returning from the Second World War, or more specifically, after returning from duty aboard the Fanshaw Bay, where he fought in the Battle of Leyte Gulf. Mom, from Redwood City, worked in Yosemite as a ranger. In fact that’s where my mother and father met after the war. She is a lover of long walks along the beach in the early morning. Tracy is the hardest worker of us kids, always pulling his own weight and more. Val is perhaps the toughest, a California Highway Patrolwoman for a few years, working the South L.A. district at night, a challenge exceeding anything found in the world of sports. Tracy, Val, Mom, and Dad understood, enjoyed, and wholly supported my peculiar passion for sculling.
During the latter half of my junior year at Corona del Mar High School, I joined the rowing team. We had a wild team, made up of burned-out, bored, and generally cast-off athletes from water polo, football, track, baseball, cross-country, and tennis. One of these athletes was a young shot-putter-turned-rower named Curtis Fleming, with whom I shared the sport for over a decade. Our team worked hard, we had an incredible amount of fun, and we even won a few races against second-freshman college teams.
On my high school team I learned about the other side of the sport—sweep rowing. As commonly practiced by college crew teams, and most often seen on beer commercials, the sweep rower uses only one oar, as in sweeping the floor with a broom. Unlike sculling, sweep rowing is a team sport, requiring at least two rowers to make the boat go straight. The boat of choice by many sweep oarsmen is the eight-oared shell, often referred to as rowing’s “glamour boat.” My idea of glamour is the single scull, although in truth the concept of glamour should not be used in conjunction with any type of rowing. On every level, and in every size boat, rowing is a modest sport.
Both types of rowing, sweep and sculling, suited me well. I was outdoors; I could work as hard as I wanted; and no substitutions were allowed. Our coach, Mark Sandusky, couldn’t call time-out and take me out of the action in the middle of a race, as so often happened when I played on the basketball team my freshman and sophomore years. Best of all, the rhythm of a properly rowed stroke felt incredibly satisfying—a sexual rhythm. It felt good.
Our high school team practiced at the University of California, Irvine boathouse. On many afternoons I borrowed a single scull from the college and paddled around the bay. The boat, an old Pocock fiberglass trainer, had a hundred miniature leaks along the hull, and by the time I returned to the dock, I was practically rowing underwater. Those were the good ol’ days. I wasn’t preparing for the Olympics. I sculled because I loved it.
I eventually attended U.C. Irvine, gaining entrance through an athletic deferment, which was made possible because of my high school rowing. While at Irvine, I continued to sweep row but with marginal success. The team had one good season—1974. Coach Bob Ernst and varsity stroke Bruce Ibbetson, both future Olympians, led the team to a dozen victories. Unfortunately, I was not on the varsity during these halcyon days, toiling instead on the lowly junior varsity. Soon after the ’74 season, Bob Ernst left U.C. Irvine to coach at a better rowing school, the University of Washington, and the Irvine program quickly sank into mediocrity.
At Irvine I again rowed a single scull whenever I had a free afternoon. By this time I’d moved up in equipment, thanks to Duvall Hecht, who lent me the use of his beautiful wooden Pocock. Duvall, the originator of UCI’s crew, was a gold medalist at the ’56 Melbourne Olympics in the pair without coxswain, a boat comprised of two sweep rowers and no coxswain or steersman.
I loved the simplicity of sculling. No one was to blame for a bad stroke. No one got mad at me when I was late for practice. If things didn’t go well, I had no one to look to but myself.
I eventually quit the crew my senior year at Irvine, 1976, and for nearly one full year, I stayed away from the sport. Then I went to the Montreal Olympic Games and saw for myself what real rowing was all about. Soon after the Games, I came back to the sport of rowing, single sculling to be specific, and trained with a vengeance.
The next year, 1977, I drove to Philadelphia for the sole purpose of racing against the fastest scullers in the country. I was perhaps the most eager, ambitious, energetic West Coaster ever to descend on the staid rowing fraternity of Boathouse Row. My timing could not have been better. Since it was a post-Olympic year, many of the top scullers had recently retired. The door was open for new scullers like me to win a few races. I also found out how small the sculling fraternity was in the United States. At the national championships, only eleven scullers were entered in the elite competition. I finished fourth.
Toward the end of that summer, I earned a place on the national rowing team as stroke of the U.S. quadruple scull, four scullers in one boat. When we arrived at the ’77 World Rowing Championships in Amsterdam, I felt as though I were in Disneyland for the first time. My heroes, the legends of rowing, the Hansen brothers, Dreifke, Kolbe, were all around me. I saw the East German team march into the boat launching area, singing their national anthem. They looked like angry robots displaying Iron German Discipline at its finest. I was impressed.
Eventually our quadruple scull finished ninth at the Worlds. Ninth was better than tenth, but still a long way from the finals, much less a gold medal. But overall the whole ’77 season gave me a strong sense of confidence and inspiration.
In April of the next year, 1978, I broke my right leg and partially severed the patella tendon in a foolish accident, one that I could have avoided had I used a little common sense. I was jumping down a steep grassy hill when I lost my footing and my knee crashed to the ground. Hidden under the soft grass was a razor-sharp rock that came close to severing my leg. In an instant, I went from preparing for the ’78 national team trials to two months in a full leg cast, followed by a long, painful convalescence. Once out of the cast, the adhesions that had formed around the knee joint had to be severed. I’ve never encountered anything to compare with that excruciating pain. I finished 1978 weak, out of shape, and generally unhappy. I had to begin my rowing career all over again.
I had a wild notion the following spring that I’d be happier in Europe. One day in June 1979, I packed up my oars, scraped together a few hundred dollars, and flew to West Germany. I wish I had taken more pictures during my trip, to capture the people I met and the fun I had. I didn’t win many races, but I held my own.
In 1980 I rowed in the Olympic quadruple scull, but we never had a chance to determine our ultimate speed. President Jimmy Carter, who probably never rowed a day in his life, made his unforgivable decision to boycott the ’80 Moscow Olympic Games. Regardless of the boycott, I kept rowing. I was only 25 years old at the time, and my best races were still ahead of me.
Three years later I raced the double scull with Paul Enquist at the ’83 World Championships. We made the finals, which was excellent, but then we placed a distant sixth.
In seven years I had made three national teams. I had never won a national championship in any boat. I had not won many races outside of California. Along the way I had acquired three single sculls, five sets of oars, a ’72 V8 Mercury Montego, and some impressive calluses on my hands. Although I did not lack for determination or equipment, my climb up the ladder of sculling success had been slow and tedious. This year, 1984, promised to be better.
To earn a place on the ’84 U.S. Olympic sculling team, an oarsman had to win the Olympic trials in either the single, double, or quadruple scull. The single trials were to be held in early May, with the double and quad trials in July. After the single trials, an official sculling camp was to be convened. The double and quad selected at this camp would then attempt to defeat all challengers at their respective trials. In recent years the camp boats usually dominated the Olympic or World Championship trials, thanks to their superior coaching, excellent equipment, and ample funding, not to mention having the best athletes. But upsets had been known to occur.
The Olympic single scull trials, by contrast, were wide open.
Chapter 3
Arriving, the Olympic Single Trials
April 29, 1984
Following our detailed blueprint for victory, my trainer, Mitch Lewis, and I left southern California exactly five days before the first preliminary race of the Olympic single scull trials that would be held in Princeton, New Jersey. For an event of this importance, I wanted a few extra days to adjust to the time change.
In Newark, New Jersey, we rented a car and drove straight to the Princeton Ramada Inn, on the outskirts of town. I had purposely chosen this hotel because I was certain my opponents would be staying a few miles away at the less expensive Scanticon Hotel. I wanted to be away from the traditional locker room camaraderie that was such a large part of the rowing world. This camaraderie had bypassed my part of town, or maybe I had bypassed it. Either way, I knew I’d be happier if we stayed at the Ramada.
By choice I trained in the distant rowing outpost of Newport Beach, while my opponents huddled in tight cliques, mostly in Boston and Philadelphia. I belonged to no cliques or clubs other than my own, the Newport Beach Rowing Club, of which I was the sole member. To some extent the wall between myself and my opponents was an artificial device that I had constructed in the past year. At the previous summer’s World Championships, for example, I had been relatively well accepted by my teammates. We drank beers together, gossiped about other rowers, and talked about women. Team camaraderie, at least from my experience, consisted of little else.
This year was different. First, I intended to race the single scull rather than the double or quad. Single sculling was a one-man show. The single sculler had to be ornery, independent, and stingy with his energy and patience. Second, I was contending for a place on the Olympic team, as opposed to the World Championship team. The Worlds are prestigious, difficult, and attended by every top rowing country. The Olympics are magic.
Time is marked by the passing of the Games: Mexico City, Munich, Montreal, Moscow. Because of age or some other circumstance, an athlete might have only one Olympiad in which to prove himself. I needed to maintain the highest level of passion in order to reach my solitary goal: representing the U.S. in the single scull at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games.
My self-imposed exile had certain disadvantages. I had no close friends or allies among the other scullers to help break the tension. But it did have one great advantage. Since I trained alone, the other scullers had no idea of my true speed, which I felt had greatly improved over last year.
My new speed came from killer strength. I’d spent a thousand hours in Gilham’s Gym over the past two years, shaping my body into a new form—pure powerlifter, thick-chested, thick-necked, legs like Eric Heiden. Steroids, gimmicks, and shortcuts were not part of my regimen. Instead, I paid for each new ounce of muscle the old-fashioned way—intense weight lifting sessions, three times a week, multiplied by months and now years.
In a few days, I would claim my reward, leading the best scullers in the country, watching them flounder in my small but annoying wake as I sped toward the finish line and victory. Rowing is such a fine sport. Everyone goes backward, and the leader can see his opponents as they struggle in vain.
I especially wanted to avoid one person who I expected would also be staying at the Scanticon Hotel—the Olympic sculling coach, Harry Parker. I had known Harry Parker a long time, ten years this summer, and like most oarsmen, I had acquired only a few rare insights into the man. My sense of Harry Parker came solely from personal observation and from the countless secondhand stories that I’d heard. To me he seemed like a wizard capable of piercing even the strongest armor. He had done it all—single sculler at the Rome Olympics in 1960, coach of a dozen champion crews during his reign at Harvard, and coach of Olympic and international medalist crews. He was and is and will always be a legend in the sport of rowing. The only prize he had never won, either as a coach or competitor, was an Olympic gold medal.
Harry didn’t know what to make of me. I was too West Coast, too skittish, too flaky, simply too weird for his taste. He liked solid, proven, reliable competitors. He was the master of the one or two-word comment designed to send your mind off on a tangent, wondering what the hell he meant. Then halfway down the racecourse, you’d suddenly think, “He meant I didn’t have a chance.” Harry was the great destroyer of concentration unless, of course, he was your coach, and then you would walk through flaming fire to reach your goal, confident that victory was your birthright. Some good books are waiting to be written about Coach Harry Parker.
My main opponent at the Olympic trials, Tiff Wood, had been coached at Harvard by Harry Parker. Although Harry was not Tiff’s coach this year, he was definitely on Tiff’s side, and definitely not on my side. Other competitors were also tied to Harry Parker—Charlie Altekruse, Bill Purdy, Joe Bouscaren, John Biglow—“Harry’s Boys” I called them. I was not one of them. To keep my life simple, I chose to stay away from the grizzled warrior and his boys.
After unpacking, Mitch and I drove to the Princeton University boathouse in search of the truck that had brought my single scull from home. I wanted a quick row before dinner to loosen the kinks from the long flight. The vintage Dodge pick-up truck, its roof rack jammed with boats, was parked under a huge maple tree. During the ’78 World Championship single trials, I had pitched a small tent under this tree, when I lacked enough money to afford even the cheapest motel. In ’78, I didn’t make the semi-finals. Times had changed. I now had money to pay for hotels—and I was going to win.
On top of the truck, hidden under its canvas cover and wrapped like a mummy with ten pounds of duct tape, was my single scull, 27 feet long, 30 pounds fully rigged, a blend of fiberglass, Kevlar, and carbon fiber, with a little stainless steel mixed in to hold it all together. A week before, I had strapped my single onto the roof of this pick-up truck, next to a half-dozen boats belonging to other West Coast scullers. A young rower, for whom money was more dear than time, spent four days driving from Newport Beach to Princeton. A few years ago I would have made the drive, but now I was older, less patient, and maybe a tad wiser. I now insisted on flying, regardless of the cost. A dozen cross-country trips had taught me a simple lesson. The effects of sitting in the cab of a noisy pick-up truck, for a hundred nonstop hours, was a good way to ensure that your hard-earned strength and endurance would be divided in half.
After some quick rigging, I was ready to lay claim to the racecourse. The Lake Carnegie rowing course was like a rough-edged swimming pool, inflated to absurd dimensions: two thousand meters long, a hundred yards across, with six lines of buoys evenly dividing the course. Thick trees and bushes, energized by the wild spring profusion, covered every inch of shoreline. If you sat still for a few minutes, you could almost see the leaves growing. Lazy turtles rested on half-submerged logs. Gnats and flies and other buzzing creatures provided constant background music. Lake Carnegie was amazingly beautiful, especially when you consider that Trenton, Newark, and other less picturesque locales were only a few minutes away.
I needed a half-dozen laps to relearn the landmarks: the giant sloping rock at 750 meters, the small white sign at 1000 meters, the lakefront mansion at 1500 meters, and the all important “white shed” at 1850 meters—roughly thirty seconds to go in the race. By memorizing the landmarks, I could glance at the shore at any point and know my position, at least in theory. My vision had a tendency to blur in the latter stages of a tough race.
Equally important, I needed the laps to relearn the art of rowing on a buoyed course. My practice course in Newport Beach was not blessed with buoys, and over the months I had acquired a tendency to wander outside the boundaries of my imagined lane. Many scullers, myself included, had met their match, not against other rowers, but in fighting these protruding Styrofoam annoyances. In my first sculling races, I struggled against the buoys, careening from side to side like a bumper car gone haywire. The sequence is familiar to all novices: the buoy is clipped, the oar handle suddenly ejects from your grasp, you experience a frantic burst of terror as you realize you’re probably going to tip over, perspiration stings your eyes, and lastly, you try to reclaim your oar while everyone in the race zooms past.
But during this evening’s exploration of the course, without the distraction or fatigue of a race, my single scull ran straight and true down the heart of the lane.
Thirty-five scullers had entered the Olympic trials. Six heats would be held, with the winner of each heat going directly to the semifinals. The top three finishers in each of the two semi-finals would advance to the finals. The winner of the finals would be designated as the U.S. Olympic single sculler.
The regatta started on Friday. Five endless days dragged past. I had plenty of time to get nervous and to contemplate my most recent major race, the Pre-Olympic Regatta, nine months previous, where Paul Enquist and I had raced the double scull, poorly. Now, I kept telling myself, I was in my rightful place, the single scull.
Suddenly, just when I thought they would never arrive, the Olympic single trials began.
Heat number 5 was to start in exactly three minutes. By official decree, one “seeded” sculler was placed in each of the six heats—the other lanes were filled by scullers chosen at random. Based on some intangible criterion, the regatta officials had selected me to be one of the seeded scullers. I was happy to be included in this group, since I could now assume that my opposition in this preliminary race would not be especially tough.
As I looked across the lanes, I reviewed my strategy: get ahead and stay ahead. I wanted to build a huge lead in the first minute in order to discourage the other scullers. Once my opponents realized the race was lost, they would conserve their remaining energy for tomorrow’s repêchage, or second chance race.
A danger existed in this strategy. If one of my opponents, unaware of his need to conserve energy, or worse, an unknown but legitimately fast sculler, did not ease off in the latter stages, and if I were extra tired from having spent too much energy in the early going, this novice could row through me. I had been a fast novice during my first year of sculling, so I knew these characters did exist.
The dreary grey sky provided the perfect cover for my ultimate attack on the sculling world. I was hyper-excited in the last few moments before the start. The referee’s launch had stopped growling. I looked over my shoulder, down the racecourse. From this perspective, the finish line seemed to melt into the horizon. A duck splashed about, ignoring the solemnity of the moment. Voices from the nearby shore floated crystal clear across the water. I pretended to ignore the outside world, but actually I absorbed every ounce of information with the speed of a computer. I have always loved the last few seconds before the start of a race.
“Partez.” I flew off the starting line, high and hard, a little too high and definitely too hard, but I was ahead. At the 500-meter mark, I had a one-length lead over Charlie Altekruse, a good sculler from Harvard, with the other scullers trailing far behind. Charlie kept up the chase for another 700 meters, and then he too eased off and paddled the rest of the course. As soon as I noticed that the puddles at the ends of Charlie’s oars had shrunk in size, I shifted into half-power, and cruised to the finish line.
In the evening, my trainer, Mitch Lewis, earned his keep by giving me some hard massage and lots of encouraging talk. This was our first voyage together, although I had known Mitch my whole life. In addition to being my trainer, Mitch was also a first cousin on my father’s side.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19021 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!