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to earn your place

Celebrating rowing through the 150th Oxford v Cambridge Boat Race 
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Above and right: Golden autumnal leaves at
Wallingford.

Opposite: The watery November sun casts
long shadows across the Oxford boathouse as
a rower stretches out before a training session.
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Training hard for the Boat Race and then facing that test is going to be a hugely formative
experience in these guys’ young lives. And after it’s all over, how many of them are going to say,
‘I wish I’d spent more time in the library?’

Wayne Pommen, Cambridge
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The National Indoor Rowing Championships
in Birmingham, where Oxford ‘rows’ against
Cambridge for the first time in the season, on
ergometers.
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The sole criterion for success is beating the other crew.
Nothing else matters. This attitude has to rule your lives. It is

not something that can be measured on the erg, in the gym,
in hours or in kilometres. It’s something much more than

that – something intangible, indefinable but very, very real.

James Local, Cambridge

Hell on ‘erg’.

Training was moved to Dorney Lake at Eton after torrential
winter rain caused flood water on the Thames at Wallingford.
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Any Boat Race crew is probably going to have at least one or two guys who will row, or
are capable of rowing, internationally. They will also have, though, at least one or two
guys for whom this will be the peak of their rowing achievement; and it’s this
combination which makes the Boat Race so alluring. It’s probably more about getting
the most out of the last four guys in the boat, than getting the best out of the top four.

Matthew Pinsent, former Oxford Blue

Ancient doorway at Peterhouse, Cambridge.
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Left and overleaf: Davos, Switzerland. Despite
freezing temperatures and a complete ‘white-
out’, Oxford coach, Sean Bowden, puts the
squad through an intense training programme
on their cross-country skiing camp which the
athletes enjoy immensely.

Downtime in Davos.

Balancing your studies with squad training is a very
tough thing to do. Personally, rowing is my priority,

though I feel very privileged to be at Oxford and don’t
take this for granted. 

Peter Reed, Oxford
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A moment’s reflection on Clare Bridge; the prospect of a freezing afternoon on the icy river looms, as Cambridge awakens to several inches of snow. 
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The weather front moved in with amazing violence. One of the eights
was just launching, and there was a split second when it appeared the
rowers were using the boat to shield themselves from the driving snow.

Cold and rain and snow aren’t all that bad,
they’re just entertainment! It is when the

wind really kicks up that you wish you were
lying in bed hung-over like every other

student in Cambridge. I will not remember
the days I spent in the Economics Library
trying to cram another essay in, but I will

always remember the most miserable days
on the water, with a 40mph wind.

Nate Kirk, Cambridge



I don’t think you ever really think about the present, but only
the next hurdle that you have to cross. While the initial camp
seemed an important challenge beforehand, once achieved
there is no time to pat yourself on the back. You just keep up
with what’s happening next so you don’t get left behind.

Oliver de Groot, Cambridge
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Circuit training at Goldie boathouse.

At the end of the day’s racing many of the guys
were at the point of exhaustion. I have no idea
where they summoned up the energy from to
go through the next ‘piece’. One guy’s hands
looked as if they’d been through a mincing
machine. They were red raw and covered in
burst blisters. There would be no respite. He
would have to go out and do it all again the
next day…. And for the next five days.
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In an attempt to prove his rowing prowess, the
Oxford cox is egged-on by the rest of the squad to do
an ergo challenge. As a result, the non-rower only just
completes the exercise in a respectable time.
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Right: Fingertip control in the cox’s seat.

Below: Imperial College make a flying start
racing against Oxford reserve crew, Isis,
but are overtaken by the finish.
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The winter months were unbearably cold – as a cox you’re not exerting yourself
physically. When eleven layers of clothing isn’t enough, it can be a pretty miserable
time… in the worst months, there wasn’t time to dry your kit between outings.
Putting on damp clothes isn’t very pleasant. 

Meadhbh Boyle, Cambridge

Above: Catching up on study at the Judge Institute of Management, Cambridge.

Below: The captain’s room, Goldie boathouse, Cambridge.
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Race day – Goldie. Race day – Isis.
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The butterflies kicked in once

the boats were attached to the

stake boats – until that point the

race is just one huge question to

which you want the answer.

Robin Williams, Cambridge Head Coach

Oxford crew members enjoy their last private moments before emerging
from their house to confront the final goal.



The clashes were violent. I missed two or three strokes off the back end and was trying to
catch up, travelling up the slide faster than usual. My blade hit something and my seat shot
forward, forcing the wheels out of the track. They are hard to get back in on land, never mind
on the water. I thought I had it back in and started to row again, but became aware of metal
grinding against metal and a burning smell. We still had three-quarters of the race to finish
and there was no way I could have carried on. I had no option but to stop rowing and put the
seat on properly. By time I’d done that we were three lengths down and the race was lost.

I wish I had another chance to do the race, but realistically I doubt that will happen. It meant
the world to me, and to lose it in that fashion has left me empty. It cost me more than twenty
thousand dollars to do this year, and at the end of it all I have to accept that there are far
more important things in my life than trying to rectify the result of the Boat Race.

Chris Kennelly, Oxford
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The second clash was quite violent and it really annoyed me. The blades were hitting the hull
and then I got hit a couple of times in the back which really hurt. I thought ‘right, that’s
enough’. I dug deeper and just rowed harder. I could hear Chris Coventry hurling abuse at the
Oxford cox and telling him in no uncertain terms to get back on his own side of the river.

Chris Le Neve Foster, Cambridge

The first clash by Fulham Football Club.

Cambridge ease past, as the Oxford’s bow comes off his seat.
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On my first day of shooting for this book, I managed to capture a beautiful image of a swan on
the river at Ely. It was therefore a poignant moment for me when, as the Cambridge crew
stretched out their lead towards Barnes Railway Bridge, a swan once again flew into the frame,
creating a stunning image, and somehow bringing my project to a fitting conclusion.

This year’s race was different. We still did all the
training and put in as much hard work as last year, but
we had an opportunity to win the race early on – and
we took it. Without wanting to sound ungrateful for

our win, it would have been even better to have had the
chance to prove ourselves in a clean and fair race

because we believed we had what it took, regardless.

Hugo Mallinson, Cambridge
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It became the longest and most painful row

I’d ever done. We are a great crew but we

didn’t show that to everybody. Four hundred

million people around the world had to put

up with watching utter rubbish from us.

Peter Reed, Oxford

You have to be philosophical and be a sportsman.
You have no God-given right to win – and we didn’t.

Cambridge have done as much work as us through
the year and they won. They ruined my day. They

ruined my year, in fact. But you have to congratulate
them and say that they probably deserved to win.

Henry Morris, Oxford

Below: The race ends, with the Oxford crew deflated.

Bottom: All eyes are on umpire James Behrens, as the Oxford cox makes a last-ditch
appeal about the clash. All blame was apportioned to Oxford, and the result stood.
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We had been working on a push that was designed to destroy Oxford at any given time. When I saw their
bow in trouble, I looked at our stroke. He nodded and said ‘Let’s go!’ I counted the guys in – ‘four second

push… in two… in one… NOW!’ The guys sat up and responded and the boat just went BANG! Ten
strokes later, I looked back and we were half a length up and I knew we had the race in the bag.

Kenelm Richardson, Cambridge

Cambridge, winners of the historic 150th Boat Race.
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Win or lose, at the end of a gruelling campaign, rowers and coaches from both
squads finally get the chance to let their hair down at the post-race party.
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The Boat Race is a funny thing. It can get under your skin. I originally only came
here for one year, after which I planned to row with the Canadian national team and

trial for the Olympics. Then I missed rowing in the Boat Race when I broke my wrist
48 hours beforehand. I still went home and ended up rowing the pair for Canada at
the World Championships, but I decided to skip the Olympics trials and come back

to Cambridge. That’s how much it had come to mean to me. It’s hard to even put
my finger on what makes the Boat Race such a big deal for people. Maybe it’s the

history. Maybe it’s the public attention. Maybe it’s the singular focus of training to
beat one other crew. In any case, this is how I chose to spend my last year of rowing.

Wayne Pommen, Cambridge
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What it takes… is dedicated to all the rowers who were a part of the 2004
Boat Race campaign. I am indebted to you for allowing me to shadow your
lives for six months and for embracing the project in the way you did.

Thanks to Head Coaches Robin Williams and Sean Bowden and their
teams for allowing me to undertake the project in the first place. 

Special thanks go to Mark Hall and Victoria Fangen who have helped
develop the project. The advice and assistance you have been so generous
with have been vital to the book’s success.

Thanks to all at Third Millennium for producing such a spectacular book,
especially Matt Wilson for his fantastic design.

Thanks to Steve Redgrave for writing the foreword and to all the ‘old
Blues’ who contributed.

For my Mum and Dad, whose love and support over the years has made
me who I am today. And Elaine, Fred, Fraser and Catherine. 

And especially for Karen, who keeps me focussed on what is important in life
and without whom this book, and many other things, would never happen.
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