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INTRODUCTION

TO BE HONEST, I can’t tell you what inspired me. Not with absolute conviction. I can say that it might have been the Olympians I watched and admired on television when I was growing up. It might have been the discovery that I was good at a sport that hadn’t previously crossed my mind. It might have been the support of a close and happy family. It might very well have been down to my stubborn nature for which I seem to have become renowned.

It is impossible to completely break up human motivation into its constituent parts. All I know is that by the time I reached Sydney in 2000, I was truly fired up and inspired to give everything for one last assault on an Olympic gold medal.

I lived for winning as an athlete. It was my obsession and my  goal but looking back now from a vantage point of nearly ten years I can clearly see that my determination to win was backed up by other attributes I had either stored in my DNA or gained along the way.

Realising this has made me think about the qualities that successful athletes share. Physically, mentally, emotionally we’re all different, but show me an athlete without a deeply-ingrained competitive drive and I will show you a loser.

But there’s more to it than the pure blind urge to beat an opponent, whether that opponent be Joe Frazier, a racehorse or - as I have painful cause to know - a golf course. Competitiveness without work ethic, confidence and dedication is just another bad golfer beating up his clubs.

For this book I ransacked my memory of those moments in my life that I felt were formative to my career. Some things are painful to remember: the illnesses, the injuries, my mounting sense of panic in Atlanta, the death in front of my eyes of my best friend. Other things were wonderful: the partnerships and friendships you make through sport, the sense of elation and relief with every Olympic victory, the tragicomedy of suffering that is a rower’s training routine and the masochistic pleasure I used to draw from it.

Through it all my family have been incredibly supportive. First my parents and my sisters inherited the short straw, then my wife and children had to put up with me as I went through the turbulent ups-and-downs familiar to every sportsman and woman. An athlete chasing his Olympic dream once is not necessarily a joy to live with. Let alone five successive times over two decades.

But there they all were - my family - in Sydney. My eldest sister, Christine, was not going to be there, but four days before the final her partner said to her: ‘Look, why don’t you go. If you don’t, you might regret not witnessing the whole thing first hand.’ So she did come and we were all there together to celebrate the victory, three generations of Redgraves, all of whom had been put through the wringer by one man over the years - me. Perhaps in some small way the champagne made up for the rest of it.

I’m not unique in this. For every athlete I have admired and drawn inspiration from, there will be a family acting as back-up. You can aspire alone, but you need a team to achieve. Family, coaches, supporters all play their massive part in the gathering of sporting trophies. The gold medals I won at the Olympics are in my care, but a piece of them belongs to other people who helped me along the way. Especially to my coaches: Francis Smith when I was a schoolboy, Mike Spracklen when I graduated to the British team and Jurgen Grobler with whom I won three of my five medals.

In writing this book I talked to good friends and acquaintances in different sporting fields to understand what inspires them. It was both a pleasure and slightly worrying to see how much we had in common. Many are fellow obsessives who give themselves ten out of ten for competitiveness. All of us are endowed with strong self-belief which, I hope, is not the same as arrogance. All of us have been prepared to graft for our ambition.

I started to build a picture of what it takes to achieve not just in sport but in life. For a start, you get nowhere without  preparation. Success in rowing entirely depends on half-killing yourself every day of your career. I admit rowers take endurance to an extreme, but in no sport do you succeed without working very, very hard towards your goal.

Tiger Woods isn’t a great golfer because he was born with a gift. He was born with a gift and then he practised. Jonny Wilkinson isn’t a great kicker because the skill was innate. He’s a great kicker because he practised kicking for up to five hours a day. These high-achieving global superstars are not randomly decided. They are exalted because they put the work in. I firmly believe that nothing worthwhile can be gained without effort. You might have one day’s fluke without it, but a lifetime’s failure.

Self-confidence, belief, mental toughness are different ways to describe the same thing. I wasn’t an extrovert kid. You wouldn’t have picked me out of the schoolroom as the boy most likely to succeed. I was shy and retiring, I guess. I had dyslexia. I was in the remedial English class. If anything. I had cause to suffer self-doubt. But being good at rowing - later very good at rowing - gave me confidence. It was something I could do, so it was something I liked doing. The more regattas I won, the more I thought I could win. It became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Others took an entirely different route to belief. Muhammad Ali for one, born with as much confidence and charisma as any man on the planet. I loved watching him fight when I was young. To me he was a compelling and wonderful figure, perhaps my favourite sportsman when I was growing up. Obviously I didn’t treat him as a role model. No one could accuse me of being a  self-publicist or telling the world ‘I’m the greatest’, but in a quiet way I acknowledge that self-belief is essential to any kind of enterprise, in life, in business, in sport.

Unless you lead a charmed life, it all goes wrong occasionally. There cannot be a single sports person who hasn’t suffered some kind of downturn in their career. It can be minor; it can be a major calamity. It is not the event that defines you, it is your response to that event.

Lance Armstrong’s fight against cancer remains one of the landmarks of human, let alone sporting, comebacks. I thought my career was dead and buried when I was diagnosed with diabetes three years before the Sydney Olympics. For some reason, my doctor didn’t think so. With medical help, my team-mates’ understanding, my family’s unswerving support, I kept going. There were times when the quest bordered on lunacy. But there were also times when it all came together. It is not the adversity itself which destroys us, but the urge to give in when the going gets tough.

Obsession helps. It blinds you to pain and the difficulties strewn in your path. It probably drives all the people around you mad, but the nice word for obsession - determination - is crucial in getting to the top.

Funnily enough, few athletes I know - if any - admit to being obsessed. We all think it’s perfectly normal to divert every avenue of your life towards one huge, if temporary, goal. For some, training becomes an end in itself. For others it is winning, and then winning, and then winning again that provides the essential motivation.

Either way, look at the commitment of the national hunt jockey Tony McCoy to riding winners, the extraordinary focus of cyclist Nicole Cooke, my seemingly endless pursuit of the next gold medal, and you probably see a crazy person. Unless you are a fellow athlete. Then you just see someone pursuing their sport.

For some, it will be the bestowal of star quality, the X-factor that marks them as different from the crowd. Shane Warne has that in such massive dosage that he was the single most important factor, in my view, of Australia’s cricketing domination for a decade.

As men, we couldn’t be further apart in terms of personality. But as contributors to our sport, I would be proud to think I was trying to give as much back to rowing as it gave to me and as Shane gave to cricket. My support for Katherine Grainger and her bid for an Olympic gold medal, means almost as much to me now in retirement as rowing for a medal of my own once did. I would love to see her succeed. Not because it would change her as a human being but because the whole purpose of sport is to strive for something tantalisingly difficult. If it was easy, who would bother?

We’re born survivors, the human race, and so we are programmed to reach out for attainments that hover just out of reach. If someone told me when I was nineteen that I would row at the next five Olympics, I would have dismissed them as insane. But each attainment made me believe that the next one might be possible. Even when the last attempt - in Sydney - became obscured by illness and poor performance, I didn’t quite lose faith in myself. Nearly, but not quite.

I persevered. Not a glamorous trait, but probably the most important of them all. Sometimes your nerve will desert you, sometimes luck plays a vicious trick, sometimes your body fails to function efficiently and sometimes you’re just dead on your feet and despairing. Then you pick yourself up, view the lengthening odds with disdain and bloody well get on with it. You know it’s not easy, but it’s a challenge.

Those that win for a living like a challenge.

OEBPS/sirs_9780755319831_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
; !

SIR STEVE
REDGRAVE






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






