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Bill Stekl

Head Rowing Coach, Amherst College

Amherst, Massachusetts
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Rowing
Transcendence

Bill Stekl

Head Rowing Coach, Amherst College
Ambherst, Massachusetts

One of my most feared social moments is when
someone asks me what I do for a living. It gives me
pause not because I am ashamed to be a rowing coach,
but because I am then tasked with providing an
explanation of what rowing is. Most folks who don’ t
have a clue about the sport see it as a form of physical
poetry. I usually allow them to play with this thought
for a bit. After all, the settings in which we row our
shells often occur in bucolic theaters where rivers
bisect hayfields, or hardwoods, or we disturb lake
water that is coddled within mountains. It most
certainly is aesthetically pleasing to witness a well
drilled crew slice through a ribbon of water that would
leave the uninformed questioning the difficulty of our
sport. Perhaps poetry can be a good analogy to explain
our sport, or at least it can be an effective smokescreen
to explain the intricacy of how we leverage a rowing
shell. It seems reasonable to choose something equally
esoteric and complex like poetry because it creates a
bit of mystery that helps to circumnavigate the
truth---rowing is brutally hard, and the aesthetics
evaporate when we are swallowed-up by pain. Maybe
we should keep an open mind when we hear someone

FIR—YEX)

Let’ s also not forget a new coxswain’ s fervent desire to
haphazardly tug on the rudder cable to and fro
because somehow the shell doesn’ t change direction
soon enough until it does too much. The new rowing
athlete makes these egregious movements because it
feels good. The stroke feels longer, the muscles feel
taught and engaged, and be damned, it feels like a
workout! They are also trying to viscerally come to
terms with understanding a machine that appears
profoundly lawless. It is down to port, starboard, port,
no, both at the same time! They endure episodes of
interminable rush because some individuals, always in
the bow, cannot contain their joy to receive the next
catch. They lose skin from various body parts because
the beast that they are tasked to contain takes
indiscriminate bites out of them. It continues this way
until they spend many, many kilometers together, and
then the moment arrives when they cannot separate
their skin and bone from the carbon carcass that
envelops them. Somehow the beast that they once
feared no longer exists because they have become him,
or it has become them. Rowing enlightenment has
begun. Movement commences seamlessly. Pairs of legs
together squeeze against the footboard, torsos uncoil to
maintain suspension, elbows pull the long levers
through at the finish, and then organically, bodies
swing forward, and move into the hush of water

b0 4 hn H Do c & b x W Lo A& & 5 % ful say that rowing is poetry in motion, and not provide a gurgling beneath the hull of the shell. Transcendence
’?) —Qf f_LCL % % ?L ;.é % R i ;‘2 % § '; ?i_: 73(:\ R g g F%ﬂ % % < —_7(- ;Té é knee-jer.k explanation abou.t h(?w.god-awfula200(?m ensues when rowing athletes begin to see things that
5L B E A | | \:; hEH N B o | Lha=®2aWn x % o | erg test is, or how unappealing it is to lose our cookies are not there, and they will miss seeing things that are
=% T wn ° ‘l‘\B fl:|3 e N 5_ 2 F ‘l‘\B TFE N \9_% W o X @ _l: within sniffing distance of a head race finish line. there. This is a routine experience for rowing athletes
<\;‘\ % 5& % lf B 2 EC EC 2 —? g_‘: 7% lf 7N 5'( /tu a8 B&‘i f:ﬂg 7LL: M = FC Maybe that is where we should leave it, and simply who exist in that sublime zone we call “swing” , when
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D # 0 W= % 5 5 | 7o % Row .
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