Informal response to “7. Letter, dated 19th December, 2005 replying to Mr. John S. Pollard from Mr. Gary Harris.”
3. Alcohol and coaching.

4. The coxswains of both eights lost control of the boats when they came round the bend into the strong wind.


This is untrue. I wonder what evidence he is basing this on?

There was no evidence that they tried to use the crew and oars to complement the rudder in an attempt to ensure that the bows were kept in line pointing into the bank, and the boats under control.

How would he have expected this evidence to be presented?


As witnesses, many of those called at the second inquest were asked why they left certain facts out of their original witness statements. To be honest, how were we (or in fact how is anyone) meant to ascertain what is worthy of inclusion and what is not? We all prepared statements the day of the accident, which were later typed up by the University Police and many of us signed as our first statements. I think that under the circumstances it is understandable that we may not have included every last technical rowing detail.

But coming back to this point – there is no evidence that we did not use the crew and oars to help steer, and I know that I did call for a lot of pressure steering. I expect Kate in the other boat did too.

 Given the lack of experience of the coxswains, and the limited extent of training offered to them as members of OULRC, it is possible that they had not been taught the basic skill of using the oars to enhance the steering effect of the rudder. 


I resent this, big time.


Firstly, lack of experience. Kate had been coxing for about 3 years by that point I think. That is not “inexperienced”. I had been coxing for a year. While I accept that this is relatively inexperienced (especially as everything flooded in the winter of 2000 and all the regattas got cancelled), I would like to point out that I was competent and definitely not unsafe.

The “limited extent of training” offered to us may be limited compared to, say, the level of training offered to national squad coxes. But compared to the vast majority of rowing clubs in this country, and definitely compared to every single Oxford college boat club, it is way above average. We both knew how to pressure steer – anyone who has ever been through the big, downstream S-bends at Radley knows how to pressure steer!

5. The coxswains should have used the local procedure for crossing the river in high winds i.e. go above the club, turn the bows into the wind and continue to face upstream to maintain control, and allow the wind to blow them across to the landing stage. This is what Axel Muller, the Director of the Spanish National Rowing Federation’s Coaching School and formerly a professional coach working at Amposta, and who was present in Amposta during the OULRC training camp, told the OULRC group when he briefed them on rowing at this venue on the night before the death of Leo Blockley. Axel Muller states that those present at the briefing included the President and some of the coaches and coxswains.


Despite this, evidence was heard at the second inquest that I was not in attendance at this briefing and the information was not passed on. I don’t believe Kate was there either. The briefing was held the day before, before our first outing in Amposta. I believe the two coxes in attendance were those that coxed that outing – Anas and Meghan.

Axel Muller, who is now a member of the FISA Youth Rowing Commission, is certain that had they followed this standard club practice neither eight oared boat would have been swamped.

This ignores the fact that the other boat actually swamped before they ever tried to cross the river. From what I heard, they were in the shelter of the bank, rowing back towards the club and it got to the point where they all had to get out of the boat and bail it out before they could get back in and continue rowing.

I sent this information to you before the Inquest in the form of a statement given by Axel Muller to me. Axel Muller had been willing to come to England to give evidence in person, but as you know he was grateful that you decided that was not necessary.

4. Safety training for rowers, coxswains and coaches

I agree completely with your comment. It is clear from the evidence presented that the coxswains and athletes received little or no safety training whilst members of OULRC, and none that was adequate to prepare them for a training camp on the River Ebro at Amposta, even without the exceptionally bad conditions they encountered on the day of the death of Leo Blockley. The complacent attitude to water safety is illustrated by the fact that the coxswain of Leo Blockley’s boat could not swim well enough to meet the compulsory swimming standard set in the ARA Water Safety Code of the time.
I know this turned up in all the papers at the time, but I would still love to know where it came from. I said this at the second inquest, and I think it was in my statement as well – I can swim, and I can swim pretty well. Certainly well enough to pass the ARA test of the time, and also to pass it now complete with treading water, picking up bricks from the bottom of swimming pools and turning double somersaults in the water if they’d like me to.

(Definitely better than a certain OULRC cox a few years later who had to be rescued by a couple of rowers when he jumped in to the new University pool for his swim test, and it turned out he didn’t know how to swim at all. Heaven knows why he ever jumped in – maybe he thought he’d learn between leaving the side of the pool and hitting the water? What worries me is that he’s still coxing (although not for OULRC – they sensibly asked him not to come back until he could pass the swim test)… I’m not mean enough to put his name in here, but he knows who he is.)

If the club had been rigorously adhering to the second edition of the Water Safety Code then in force she would not have been allowed out in a boat, and she would not have been taken abroad to cox on a training camp. If they had been adequately prepared or supervised then neither coxswain, under the instruction of the President in one boat and in consultation with the stroke in the other, would have attempted the unnecessary, dangerous and reckless manoeuvre of crossing the river immediately up stream and up wind of the bridge, side on to a wind gusting up 70 mph and to waves 2ft to 3ft high. Such a manoeuvre is rank bad coxing and displays a very poor understanding of basic watermanship by the coxswains and the other crew members. The inevitable consequence was that both boats were swamped and they foundered. The particular risk with this manoeuvre is that the boat could be swept or blown onto a bridge pier, resulting in the boat being overturned or broken up by the impact, and either way, the crew being thrown into the water, probably separated from the boat, if it were still in one piece and floating, with nine individuals swimming for their lives. The swamping of both boats was avoidable. It would have been avoided if the coaches had performed adequately, or if the crews knew what they were doing.

The inexperience of the coxswain of the boat carrying Leo Blockley is illustrated by one of her comments when she gave evidence at the Inquest. She stated that when steering the boat across the river that she attempted to steer a course that would compensate for the river stream. This would be normal practice on the Isis and on most rivers when there is little wind, but in this circumstance the overriding factor to be taken into account when steering across the river was not the stream, it was the ferocious wind which was driving her boat towards the bridge. Nearly five years after this tragedy, she still seemed to have little idea of what she should have been doing.

I thought the point of an inquest was to go over what happened 5 years ago, not to talk about what I know today? If I’m wrong, would one of the lawyers out there please correct me?

If I wasn’t so hardened to everything the ARA has said on buoyancy and the death of Leo to date, then I would take the above as a personal slight. Luckily, apart from them still winding me up something chronic, I’ve been able to stop letting it get to me. Does anyone out there really believe that I wouldn’t have found out what I should have done and learnt for the hopefully non-existent next time? If so, all abuse to cs2thecox@hotmail.com. Feel free. In reality I spent the best part of two years blaming no-one but myself for the death of a friend, and on numerous occasions thinking that if I’d caused this then maybe I shouldn’t let myself live either. Finally I understood that, no matter what the ARA said, it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It just happened. It might sound a bit hippy or Zen and all that, but I finally learnt that things are the way they are and all we can do is learn how to keep moving forwards.
I wonder what the ARA would think if they knew they gave me two golds at Nat Champs in 2004 and then put me on the England team to go on and win two more golds at Home Countries? An incompetent cox who hasn’t learnt anything in five years? Ha!
Among other things I’ve learnt:

· that disrespect for a lost friend hurts just as much as losing them in the first place
;

· that without that season with OULRC I would not be the cox I am today;

· that without rowing I would not be the person I am today;

· just what it takes to weigh 50kg in a life-jacket and lycra come race day;

· that weighing 48.5kg when you’re 5ft 4 isn’t a particularly healthy thing to do;

· that being part of a winning Oxford women’s lightweight boat race crew is one of the best feelings in the world;

· that earning the respect of the women’s coaches at Thames isn’t easy but can be done if you want it badly enough;
· that there will be some magical outings that stay with you forever and should be cherished;

· that being on the start line when someone says “England, ready?” is at the same time the most terrifying and most exciting thing ever;
· that every time I get the tube across the river to or from East Putney (that’d be twice a day then) I wish that I had a less demanding job so I could still be out on the water four days a week and in the gym with my crew the other three;

· that some scars never go away completely; and

· that Leo Blockley’s family are the strongest people I’ve ever met, and that I never want to do them a disservice, cause them any more pain than they’ve already been through, or ever disrespect the name of their son.

Caroline Smith

24th January 2006
� I won’t go in to it in detail, but why did the next OULRC committee buy a boat called “Leo Blockley” without any buoyancy? I don’t mind whether they think it’s necessary or not, it’s about respect.





