
Olympic Modesty: 
Wyatt Allen and the Pursuit of a Passion

By J. Anderson Thomson, Jr., M.D. 

World record holder. National Rowing Foundation Hall of 
Fame member. Winner of the single sculls at the Henley Royal Re-
gatta. New York Athletic Club Hall of Fame member. Seven-time 
U.S. National Team member. United States rowing male athlete 
of the year, two years running.

And let us not forget about those Olympic medals—bronze and 
gold. 

 No, it’s not the United States national rowing team. It’s one 
man—Wyatt Allen, 2001 University of Virginia graduate and 
rowing team member.

Now the head men’s rowing coach at Dartmouth College, Wyatt 
was back in Charlottesville this summer to help UVA women’s 
rowing coach Kevin Sauer select the men’s Under 23 eight and 
straight four for the World Rowing Under 23 Championships held 
in Plovdiv, Bulgaria, in late July. 

The selection of the straight four, Wyatt’s main responsibility, 
finished on Monday, July 6th, the last possible day of camp. Sauer 
and Wyatt had settled on the composition of the eight the previous 
week. The teams Wyatt helped select did well: the eight took silver, 
and the straight four came in fourth.

Between practices, Wyatt sat down with a member of Rivanna 
Rowing Club to talk about the camp, coaching, and his career. 

How does it feel to be back in Charlottesville?

I haven’t been back much since I graduated, so I’ve enjoyed 
the month here. The university seems the same, but the town 
has grown. It seems like a hipper place, a lot like Oakland 
(CA) where my wife and I lived until last year, when I took the 
job at Dartmouth and we moved to Hanover (NH).

How does the Under 23 selection camp work?

This year’s camp ran from June 6th to July 11th; July 6th 
was the final selection deadline. Twenty-eight young men were 
invited, though several were unable to attend because their col-
lege crews raced at the Royal Henley Regatta.  

  The eight, the priority, is a more straightforward selection 
process. Coming into camp, you have some idea of who will 
be on that team. Some rowers from last summer’s team have 
returned. New rowers arrive with reputations based on what 
they have accomplished during the collegiate season. Still, you 
have to remain open-minded and provide each invitee with an 

Inspiration Comes Full Circle

In 1965 I rowed for F. C. Hammond High School 
in Alexandria, Virginia, which would later merge 
with George Washington High School to form T. C. 
Williams High School.  One of the then famous Am-
long brothers, who rowed in the 1964 gold medal 
Olympic eight, visited, talked to our crews and left an 
indelible memory on this seventeen-year-old rower. 

Because of the impact that visit had on me, I called 
Cathy Coffman, fellow Rivanna sculler and rowing 
coach for both the Rivanna junior program and the 
Albemarle High School crew, and told her of my 
experience. She decided to ask Wyatt to speak to 
her rowers. 

When he visited with Cathy’s team, Wyatt brought 
with him the experiences of a rower in the eight 
that won gold for the US for the first time since Joe 
and Tom Amlong’s eight did in 1964. 

Just as an Amlong inspired me, Wyatt likely in-
spired them—and likely left a lasting impression on 
another young rower who might well remember it 
many years from now.

	 —JAT

Wyatt Allen speaks to 
members of Rivanna 
Rowing Club’s Junior 
program, June 2015.



opportunity to prove himself. Two rowers from last year’s eight were still age-eligible, and there was one rower 
from last year’s straight four. All three made this year’s eight.

 Selecting the straight four was a big challenge. There was considerable parity among the guys in the group, 
and the majority of them had not spent much time in a straight four with no coxswain.

 Rowers bring different styles from their respective programs: their rhythm, their organization of the recovery, 
and their power application. You notice some of these differences when you watch crews at IRAs (Intercollegiate 
Rowing Association Championships). But when you put individuals from different schools in a boat together, 
you really see it. These rowers have to be adaptable. There are some who are so strong you feel like you need 
them to be in the boat, but in the end it comes down to who fits the best.

 Kevin and I come from a similar school of thought, and we teach the same kind of stroke. At the collegiate 
level these days, you see a wide range of styles and power applications. There has been a trend towards applying 
the legs and opening the back relatively early in the stroke, creating a lot of force right off the bat. It leads to a 
relatively shorter stroke and potentially higher ratings. Kevin and I have been stressing a style with more separa-
tion on the drive, making for a longer and more patient stroke.

 In addition to styles difference, everyone’s body types and geometry are different. You have to select to accom-
modate the individual rower’s flexibility and biomechanics.

 It’s a balancing act. There is enormous pressure to do well. You want to select the best crew, but this is a devel-
opment camp for rowers who will go on to the senior national team. You are looking for long-term potential. In 
addition to selecting the fastest crew for this summer’s world championships, you are ever mindful of, “How can 
we help them develop as athletes going forward to future U.S. national boats?”

 
How do you seat race for the straight four?

It’s difficult. Given the water and buoy line here, we did a lot of our racing over 1100 meters. 2000 meters 
is too long to be repeatable. But then you wonder if a good combination will be able to hold speed over 2000 
meters. Are they losing speed at the end of 1100 meters? What happened at 700 meters? You can sometimes tell 
if the wheels are starting to come off even in a boat that initially looked fast. Who will be the fastest over 2000 
meters two to three weeks from now?

 We started the selection camp in coxed fours, and then transitioned to seat racing in straight fours. The stroke 
steers with a toe rudder. We stop a piece if the steering is off, because that may not necessarily be the stroke’s 
fault, but rather a result of power or balance problems.

 Last year’s Under 23 camp was held at a lake in California that had no buoy line. We had little idea if the four 
was going straight and how they would handle rowing in buoy lines. When we got to Princeton, where all the 
national team boats converge before traveling to the world championships, the steering problems were obvious. 
We tried moving the toe steering throughout the boat. Eventually the bowman did the best job. They still had 
problems at the U-23 World Championship in Italy, but managed a respectable sixth place finish.

 We also consider the environment of the rower’s university program. Are they at a high-level program, or 
coming out of programs that are not that good? Has this rower been at IRA finals year after year and is not going 
to be fazed by the environment at worlds?

 I came out of the Virginia club program, not one of the traditional powerhouses. (The benefit of the doubt 
can go to the rower who comes out of the top program.) However, for a guy coming out of a smaller program, 
there can be a large upside.

This camp has a good mix: incredibly strong but green guys from smaller programs along with a big group of 
guys that rowed in a very competitive grand final this year at the IRA. 

Erg scores are important, but the spreads are only maybe four seconds, eight seconds at the most, over 2000 
meters. You need some big horses to drive the boat, but the biggest guys may not be the best. If a rower is big, 
his mistakes can cause problems. If a big guy is unable to suspend his weight on the handle during the recovery, 
he disrupts the boat.

 



My own experience as a rower in selection 
camp helps me relate to the camp guys, not 
just on the water but off the water as well. It’s 
easy to forget how emotional and stressful the 
situation is for the athletes. They were top last 
week, and this week they’re struggling. One of 
my roles is to help them not get too high, or 
too low, but to remain at an even keel.

 Having been through the camp system as 
athlete and coach has helped me with per-
spective and all the elements that go into the 
selection process. Just because a boat is faster 
after you switched rower A for rower B doesn’t 
necessarily mean that rower A is stronger. 
The boat may now be a better combination. 
Maybe rower B is stronger, but he has less im-
pact when he is with others in a straight four. 
There are a lot of unappreciated imperfections 
in seat racing, but it is also important to make 
the process fair and transparent.

 My two years as a rower at the Under 23 
selections camps (2000 and 2001) were some of the most enjoyable I had in rowing. I was wide-eyed and felt 
lucky to be there. There was low pressure for me. I had a steep learning curve. Once I made the senior team and 
was on that team for three or four years, there was more pressure. Every day you felt you had to perform. It was 
much more serious. 

 
What coaches most influenced you? 

Mike Teti was the most influential. I spent the most time with him, seven years on the national team and then 
coaching for him at Cal for three years. Teti is very open-minded when it comes to selection. “Show me that you 
have an engine, and I will teach you how to row.”

Mike was a great selector and motivator. He could identify talent, but also many of the other intangibles that 
are important in team boats. He did a good job of getting the best racers in the appropriate seats.  

Kris Korzeniowski was a phenomenal technical teacher. He could affect change in the way guys rowed better 
than anyone else I’ve been around. In my coaching, I hope I take the best of what Mike and Kris taught me and 
bring it to my athletes. 

 Even though I never rowed for him, Kevin Sauer was a total mentor when I was at UVA. His passion for the 
sport is infectious. Mike Blanchette, my freshman coach at UVA, was also a big influence on me. He was key to 
me falling in love with the sport. I did not row in high school. I played soccer and lacrosse.

Which rowers have influenced you the most?

When you row in diverse and impressive groups, you learn from everyone.
Bryan Volpenhein, Chris Ahrens, and Pete Cipollone, the coxswain, influenced me in particular. They came 

out of the 2000 eight and were incredibly experienced. They were disappointed with the 2000 Sydney Olympics 
and were the driving force behind the 2004 eight. They were on a mission that they were not going to let the 
opportunity slip away again.  

 What made that 2004 boat successful was that we worked well together. We tolerated each other’s idiosyncra-
sies. Halfway through our usual warmup for the finals in the 2004 Olympics, Volpenhein said that he was warm. 

U23 eight and supporters on the UVA dock July 4th, 2015.



Everyone accepted that. We stopped our warmup and went under a bridge in the shade. It was an amazing group 
of men in 2004 as well as in 2008. I feel enormously lucky to have been surrounded by those men for that many 
years and during as intense periods as those were. 

What are the most memorable events from your rowing career?

 In the fall of 2001, I moved to Princeton to join the national team camp. The eight was short one person 
for the Head of the Charles Regatta. It was basically the eight that had just raced at the World Championships 
minus Bryan Volpenhein who had to return to Ohio State to finish his degree. The coaches put me in the bow 
seat as a sub. I had just rowed the World’s in the Under 23 boat and thought, “How amazing to be rowing bow 
in the World Championship eight.”  

The first workout was two three-mile pieces at 36 strokes a minute. I was holding on for dear life, but thought 
I was doing a pretty good job. When we got back to the dock, Mike Teti said, “Call Bryan. Tell him I don’t care 
what he has to do. He better be here next weekend for the race.” It was clear I was not a suitable sub. I could 
never be his substitute; Bryan was the guy.  

Well, maybe not a suitable sub yet?  You went on to the Olympic gold.  

After the Head of the Charles I went into the sculling group. At that time it was second tier, the developmen-
tal team. I had decent erg scores, but I was rough technically.  

There was a six-mile race around Lake Carnegie. I was 51st out of something like 54 singles. I beat a couple of 
people, but I was the punching bag in the group. But things changed at National Selection Regatta at the end of 
March.

Three weeks before the selection races, at 1500 meters, I could see the stern of some other boats, then a little 
while after that I could see the people actually in the boats at 1500 meters. By the selection races I was beating 
some of them. In the final race I lost to Steve Tucker, but I was the top heavyweight single (2002). That was 
probably the most enjoyable year.

 Winning the Olympic gold medal was great. That clearly stands out in my memory. My stomach still tenses 
up when I think of the selection process. It was months and months of 24 guys beating each other up. It’s in-
tense.

How do you relate to each other when you are all going after the most prized seats in U.S. rowing? 

The group has been together for years. The majority of the 2004 boat had probably been there since 
2001/2002. It was an amazing group, and actually a lot of fun. My mother came to lunch one day after a prac-
tice on Lake Otay in Chula Vista, California. She asked, “How do you guys do it? You are fighting for your lives 
and seats on the water, and then you are a group of best friends.” 

If you don’t separate out those two things, the competition on the water and the camaraderie off of it, you 
don’t survive, or you become a loner and go off somewhere else to row by yourself.

 
How has the 2004 Olympic gold medal affected your life? 

 It opened doors—some I didn’t walk through—but it has not significantly changed me or my life. It created 
credibility in coaching, and it’s a great conversation piece. Others have leveraged it better, and that’s a reasonable 
thing to do. Mostly, it’s something I will always be proud of. It is a unique part of my history.

 I wanted to make sure that I was capable of doing something other than making a boat go fast. It’s okay if it 
defines the part of me that I am passionate about, but I don’t want to let that gold medal define who I am. 

Tell us about the journey to that 2004 gold medal.

We won our heat in a very rough tailwind and had to come from behind the entire way. [Ed. note: They beat 
Canada and set the world record.] The final was different. We were in a headwind. It was the best start we had 



the entire time in Athens, and it occurred at the right time, the final. We were as surprised as anyone that we 
were so much in the lead after 500 meters. 

 With about 350 meters to go I thought, “If we don’t screw up, we are going to win this.” My focus became 
not screwing up. When you imagine what would be going through your head in an Olympic final, you’d never 
think fear of screwing up would be the focus. [YouTube of final: http://is.gd/xGa8sD]

 
Were you aware that the Dutch were closing in on you in the final 500 meters? 

Yes, and I knew they were dangerous. But knowing the guys we had in the stern of the boat, I was confident.  

Were you surprised the Canadians weren’t with you or closer? 

Without a doubt. They were a very good crew.  Going into the finals, we had assumed it would be a barn-
burner with the Australians, the Canadians, and us.

 Our race plan assumed that at 400 meters everyone else would put in a push. We would just try to hold them, 
and then as the others were coming off their 400-meter push, we would make our move. At 400 meters we did a 
10-stroke move to hold the other boats. But after that power ten, we had moved two or three seats on everybody. 
I remembered thinking, “We are in good shape if our hold move put us ahead even before attacking.” Going 
into that second 500 meters, with the lead we gained, decided the race.”

Tell me about the 2008 Olympics.

 I look back on Beijing with mixed emotions. On the one hand, we won a bronze medal—something I feel 
proud of and fortunate to have been a part of. But on the other hand, we let an opportunity slip away. I don’t 
think we had our best race in the final. The Canadians did an excellent job of taking control of the race from 
stroke one.

We were last at the end of the first 500 meters, but then pulled even with the Brits with 500 meters to go. We 
were very fortunate to get out with the bronze, losing the silver to the British by 0.2 seconds. We had the slowest 
first 500 meters and the fastest last 1500 meters of the 2008 Olympics. I’m proud of the way we recovered from 
the slow start.

What about winning the 2005 Henley Diamond Sculls?

 It was a lot of fun. I had won the National Selection Regatta; if you do that, you can take yourself to a World 
Cup event. If you finish in the top six, you are the U.S. sculler. I went to Munich, and was 9th, which wasn’t 
good enough. I then went to Henley. I was able to get out in front early in my first couple of races, which al-
lowed me to conserve energy for the later rounds. Several of my competitors had dog fights in the earlier races, 
so I had a significant advantage as the regatta progressed. I won.

 There is a psychological element to the racing at Henley that doesn’t exist in six-lane international racing. If 
you can get out early and get clear water, you put your opponent in a psychological hole that they have to dig 
out of. The difficulty of doing so is multiplied when you are in your 4th or 5th race in as many days. This is how 
that final played out.

The Henley Royal Regatta is the one regatta my mother will drop anything and go to, whether I am rowing or 
coaching there. It’s such a great atmosphere. In 2005 I was there without a coach, just my mother. I would work 
out, and she would walk along the course while I was practicing on the water. 

 You stopped coaching for a couple of years.  What brought you back in 2014?

My wife (Rachel Jeffers) rowed for Yale and then the U.S. national team. She was the alternate for the women’s 
eight at the 2008 Beijing Olympics that won the gold. (One of the women in the boat was Charlottesville native 
and former UVA rower, Lindsay Shoop.) 

When we considered a return to coaching, we were concerned about the nomadic lifestyle. Rachel grew up in 



the Los Gatos, California, and we’d always assumed the Bay Area would remain our home.
While training at Princeton on the national team from 2001 to 2008, I worked for an economic consulting 

group and for Merrill Lynch, but I was still focused on rowing.  
After the 2008 Olympics I coached for four years at Washington (University of Washington) and at Cal (Uni-

versity of California at Berkeley). In 2012 it was time for a break. The time away from rowing and coaching was 
great. I worked with a startup in San Francisco. Even so, I realized how much I loved the sport and wanted to 
get back to it. 

I’d always admired Dartmouth as a school and a rowing program, and even said to my wife at one point that 
if that job ever opened up, I’d be really interested. A month or so later, it did, and it was a huge opportunity I 
couldn’t pass up. The program has all the key ingredients to produce fast crews. Rachel and I could see ourselves 
putting down roots and starting a family in Hanover.

This past year, my first at Dartmouth, Rachel and I had a commuting marriage while she finished training as 
a nurse practitioner at UCSF. She graduated in June of 2015, and she’ll be working at Dartmouth-Hitchcock 
Hospital as a nurse practitioner.

  Coaching at Dartmouth has been great. I inherited a great group of guys, and the alumni and administration 
have been incredibly supportive. The first year was very positive: the varsity finished 13th and the team was 10th 
overall at IRAs. It’s the professional challenge I was looking for—we have to develop and maximize every guy in 
the boathouse in order to be successful. 

  
Is college coaching different from coaching the national team?

It is significantly different. There is not as much one-on-one coaching in college. Program management domi-
nates the job, with a lot of emphasis on fostering the environment and recruiting. How do you build a team? 
I’d be more interested in a recruit who just started rowing the fall of his senior year of high school and can do a 
6:20 2K on an erg than a rower who rowed for four years and does 6:15. There is a learning curve. I talk to the 
recruit, his family, and his coaches. Sometimes the kid with a chip on his shoulder is the best. 

Were you such a kid?

No, but I was very competitive. My competitiveness and drive were hard to see, and because of my quietness, I 
think others were unlikely to pick up on it when they first met me. 

In recruiting, identifying physical potential is the easy part. Identifying the character and right combination 
of intangibles that will make a guy great in a year or two remains is the big question we work to figure out. As 
an example, a high schooler I was recruiting had an injury, and because of it, I initially thought he was little soft 
mentally. He turned out to be exactly the opposite. The guy had been fighting with his coach to get back on the 
erg the entire fall, and when he did, he started crushing his workouts. 

 
Your first coaching job, 2008–2009, was at University of Washington, home of The Boys in the Boat.  What was 

Washington like?

I learned a lot. I had sculled with head coach Mike Callahan in the quad on the national team at the 2002 
World Championships. He has done an incredible job in building that program from solid to dominant. There 
is enormous support for rowing from the people of Seattle. Even though Washington is an urban school, it is 
surrounded by the lake, so the sport is highly visible. The current popularity of rowing was there long before the 
publication of The Boys in the Boat. The crowds are bigger for the Washington-Cal race than at NCAAs or IRAs.

You then coached at Cal from 2009 – 2012.

I enjoyed my time at Cal immensely. The great part about coaching at a place like Cal or Washington is that 
you have an opportunity to win every year. I learned a great deal from working for Mike Teti, and I rely a lot on 
that experience. At Cal, your job is to try to beat Washington every year. It’s a huge historic rivalry, but also they 



are going to be one of the best teams out there in a given year. And to do that, you have to recruit your brains 
out. You can be an amazing coach, but if you don’t have decent talent and the right kind of guys in your pro-
gram, it is going to be very hard to beat those guys. 

  
Has the sport changed in the years you have been in it? 

Not much. The main change has been the development of athletes and how many international athletes are 
now in the U.S. collegiate rowing programs. The college system is better. The top six in the IRA finals today are 
better than they were when I was in college. At that time there were maybe one or two colleges in the 1990s and 
early 2000s that had a strong international presence. Five of the six top university crews each year now rely heav-
ily on international rowers. In some ways I think it is impeding the development of U.S. athletes, and that is an 
issue I think we need to continue working on. 

 Have you competed since the Olympics?  

 I have rowed in a couple Head of the Charles with different groups of guys. Two years ago I rowed the Head 
of the Schuylkill in the 2004 eight.  

During your rowing career did you have to deal with any injuries?

 The only time was in the Olympic year, oddly enough. I sculled through 2003. After a disappointing World’s 
2003 in the quad, it was an easy decision after that poor result to accept the invitation to join the sweep group. I 
was sent out to San Diego to row in the pair with Dan Walsh. 

In November, I started to have a lot of back pain, and I couldn’t load the slide. I had a workup and a negative 
MRI. In late November, I went home. I was very sick before Christmas with a bad fever, but I got through it. I 
rejoined the rowing group in mid-January of 2004.  

By the end of February and beginning of March, I started to do well. Routine blood testing for all of us re-
vealed a positive mono test. Three others had it, too. So, maybe that is what had caused the back pain, and it is 
possible that the time off had actually been good for me. 

 
The Tour de France is in full swing now.  There are allegations about Alberto Salazar and his track athletes us-

ing banned substances.  Were you ever concerned about drugs in rowing?

No. There aren’t any financial incentives for good rowers. If there were, maybe it could happen, but I never 
really worried about it. 

 
Did you read The Boys in the Boat?

 I am rereading it this summer. The first time I read it I was pulled into the social history of Seattle and the 
Northwest during the Great Depression and not as much into the rowing. I was struck by what those young 
men in the Washington 1936 eight had to endure to obtain an education and train. It certainly makes my own 
path into the sport seem a bit more comfortable.

Matt Deakin, a Washington alum in the ’04 boat, received a letter from Bobby Moch in the months after the 
race in Athens. In it, Bobby congratulates Matt and the rest of us, and goes on to tell Matt about how close the 
’36 boat has remained through the years and how special the bonds they share have been to them. I think we’ve 
taken that message to heart as a group, and it is certainly very cool to have that small connection with the ’36 guys.

 [Ed: Wyatt had his own variation of Kevin Sauer’s story of the unexpected effects of the book. Whenever 
Kevin is in a grocery store wearing a UVA rowing sweatshirt, somebody stops him and asks if he is involved in 
crew. When Kevin tells the person he coaches the UVA women’s crew, they are delighted and gush about their 
love of the book. Wyatt said that now, if a grandmother accompanies a recruit, “She’ll walk into the boathouse 
and ask, “Do you have a Pocock in here?” It’s the instant signal she read the book.]

 



 What about other books?

The Amateurs, The Shell Game, and Assault on Lake Casitas.  

My son always said Brad Allen Lewis’s book, Assault on Lake Casitas, especially his description of the psychology 
of competition, was the most influential in his swimming career.  He even went to Lake Casitas and has a picture 
of him bowing in homage to the lake and the ghost of Lewis.

 I had read Lewis’s book when I was at Virginia and loved it. I could identify a bit with him. Like Lewis, I was 
an outsider from a small program. I also had to push my way through to make the national team and fight my 
way into the system. But, I was fortunate. The national system was open to me, and I worked better with the 
national coaches than Brad did.

 Another work of Lewis’s that impacted my career was A Fine Balance, a film that Lewis made about the 2000 
Olympic eight. It started on a hopeful note but is ultimately a sad story. The U.S. eight won the World Cham-
pionships in 1997, 1998, and 1999.  The boat was almost the same in 1998, 1999, and 2000. And then at the 
2000 Sydney Olympics, the crew had a few injuries and a replacement, which resulted in the wheels coming off. 
They came in fifth.

 My eight in the 2004 Olympics contained three of the men from that 2000 eight, Chris Ahrens, Bryan 
Volpenhein, now the national team coach, and the coxswain, Pete Cipollone. I felt like I came of age as a rower 
watching that film, and a few short years later I was rowing with three of the main players in the film, which 
was very cool for me. It’s probably how a rookie in the NBA feels these days when they get drafted and play with 
Tim Duncan or Kevin Garnett. 

   
Thank you so much for taking the time to talk with me and the invitation to go out with you in the launch this 

Saturday.  See you then.

On Saturday, July 11th, the final day of selection camp and the final practices for the eight and the four on the Rivanna, Wyatt kindly 
invited me to join him in the coaching launch for the morning practice. 

The straight four, Wyatt’s boat, started out with drills, working on half slide and straight arms.  The four young men looked ill at ease, 
and Wyatt quickly let them go into a warm-up.  He jokingly said they were better at full pressure. 

They warmed up to the dam, about 3,000 meters, and turned around.  A launch with Kevin, his wife Barb, and two UVA women row-
ers in it, came to our boat.  Kevin and Wyatt conferred.  They decided on a twenty-minute piece at a low rating.  The four had maybe a 
minute or minute and a half start ahead of the eight, and the unspoken goal was to keep the eight from catching them.  The four seat had 
a stroke-coach that showed only the rating.  Two seat had a stroke-coach that showed the rating and the other speed indices. 

It was pouring rain and cold.  By the end of the 20-minute piece the straight four had held off the eight.  One characteristic of Wyatt’s 
coaching was apparent: instruction alternating with praise.

“Long horizontal hips swing.” 

On the water with Wyatt



“Good.” 
“Let’s just groove it in.” 
“Sit up with the body.” 
“Renew the legs.” 
“Compress.” 
“Good.” 
“Take the handle out with the inside hand.” 
“Good.” 
“Ass to ankle.”
“Good.”
“Chest above knees.”
“Good.”
“Shift to 26. Ten minutes to hold off the eight.” 
“Stay into the work.” 
 “GOOD.”

At the end of the piece, Kevin Sauer’s launch came up, and the coaches decided to go at higher ratings for the next piece, back to the 
dam, about 6000 meters away.  Again, the same coaching style stood out during the final two sets.  

“This is the middle thousand.  This is when you impose your will.” 
“Good.”
“Confident. Delivery and completion.” 
“Shallow, horizontal.” 
“Send it away.” 
“Squeeze.”
“ YEAH!” 
“Did you see how the boat squirted away on that first release?”
“Good.”

Wyatt said that he felt he had been hard on one of the guys, a rower who would hesitate and lean away at the catch, almost as if he 
was afraid to lean too far forward as he dropped his blade into the water.

“Instead of pointing it out directly to the rower, I talked about defensive posture at the catch to all in the boat.” 
If he was hard on one guy, it was anything but obvious.  It certainly was not criticism in the way I experienced criticism when I rowed 

in high school, with a well-known coach who would yell, “You are holding that oar like a [bleep].” 
The memory made me realize that I had no idea what that old high school coach meant, other than annoyance at me, all those many 

years ago.  And, his characterization of my rowing technique hardly corrected whatever problem he saw. 
Wyatt’s coaching on that two-hour outing never included a blunt or harsh criticism.  It was all instruction then praise, instruction then 

praise.  Drive and recovery.  Instruction then praise.  Drive and recovery.  The style of coaching matched the rhythm of the rowing.
When I pointed that out to him, Wyatt said he was unaware of it. 
“The time coaching with Kevin this summer has been quite rewarding.  His coaching style is the most positive I’ve been around.” 
The rain lifted just as we returned to the dock.  As the rowers were taking the boats out of the water, Wyatt and Barb Sauer chatted 

about the workout.  Barb noted the problem with the lean away at the catch of the young man in the four. They discussed the next 
week’s opportunities to fix it in Princeton.

The rowers would pack, rest, and then have a midday workout, their last on the Rivanna, before leaving for Princeton. The entire 
national Under 23 team would gather there for a week of preparation for the World Rowing Under 23 Championships in Bulgaria.  They 
would go on to outstanding results.  The straight four took fourth, and the eight won the silver medal behind Germany. 

But that was over two weeks away.  Now, much work remained, and we said our goodbyes.  Wyatt’s character seems like rowing at its 
best: steady, balanced, and powerful.  In this instance, that includes steady, balanced, and powerful modesty in a man with utterly nothing 
to be modest about. 

J. Anderson Thomson, Jr., M.D. (Andy) is a staff psychiatrist at University of Virginia Student Health Services and has a private practice of adult 
psychiatry in Charlottesville. He has been an active member of the Rivanna Rowing Club for over thirty years.
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