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hether or not they have any loyalty 

to Oxford or Cambridge, millions of 

people have an interest in the Boat 

Race – once a year they turn up to 

the Tideway or tune in the television and watch 

one of the key events of the rowing calendar.

 Back in 1829, when the fi rst Oxford versus 

Cambridge Boat Race took place at Henley, only 

men were admitted to the universities and other 

forms of rowing were largely either recreational 

or a means of earning a living. Rowing as a 

competitive sport was new. The Boat Race had 

reached its 79th contest before there was a 

women’s race between the two universities. 

 Oxford University Women’s Boat Club 

(OUWBC) was founded in 1926 and the following 

spring they challenged Newnham College, 

Cambridge (CUWBC was not founded until 1941) 

to a race over half a mile on the Isis. In 1975, the 

fi rst men’s Lightweight Race was held on the 

Henley course where it has remained having been 

joined by the women in 1977 and, from 1984, the 

Lightweight Women’s Race. 

 Holding the women’s and lightweights’ races 

at Henley puts them on the course that is surely 

the best known and most historically signifi cant 

stretch of river, but the event lives in the shadow 

of the men’s race on the Tideway. Is this simply 

historical, or because it is on television, or the 

sponsorship, or the presence of international 

oarsmen? Perhaps it is because women’s sports 

often seem to play second fi ddle to men’s and 

lightweights to heavyweights. 

 Within these diff erences are other factors too. 

George Blessley, President of the Cambridge 

University Lightweight Rowing Club (CULRC) 

says, “The greatest diff erence between the CUBC 

and us is that every year we have rowers in our 

blue boat who have only started rowing as 

undergraduates. The CUBC is composed largely of 

experienced university or international rowers who 

are undertaking graduate studies, whilst CULRC is 

much more undergraduate-based and the level of 

experience is that of college or school rowing.”

 The contrasts between the women’s and 

lightweight crews with their heavyweight male 

counterparts are much more than the races 

themselves. Though they all begin their squad 

training in September and train equally hard in 

terms of time on the water and in the gym, the 

parallels end about there. Money, perhaps 

inevitably, has much to do with it. The ability to 

fund coaches, equipment and transport is where 

the divide is found. Over the last 20 or so years 

sponsors for the women and lightweights have 

come and gone – their support has been 

invaluable but it has never been on the scale that 

television coverage would have brought. A key 

diff erence has been that whilst the Boat Race, as 

an event, has had a sponsor and jointly the 

universities display the same business brand, the 

women and lightweights do not have a similar 

structure and rely instead on individual club 

sponsors. This is material as the sponsor feels the 

highs and lows of the club’s record and has less 

engagement with the day of the event itself 

beyond that loyalty. For a short while there was 

an event sponsor at Henley which provided some 

further income to the crews but this was not 

providing full support to the clubs and so did not 

preclude a club sponsor as well. 
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The Henley Boat Races took place on 22 March, after R&R went to press. 
Mark Blandford-Baker contrasts these races with their counterpart on the Tideway. 

A great day out

“The women and lightweights... rely instead 
on individual club sponsors”

ABOVE The 
Cambridge women’s 
blue boat is followed 
by the umpire’s launch 
in the 2003 race



Two Cities Boat Race – first held 1972
University of Manchester vs University of Salford

www.twocitiesboatrace.co.uk

Race date: Sunday May 10, 2009

Welsh Boat Race
University of Cardiff vs University of Swansea

First held 2006

Race date: Wednesday April 22, 2009

University of Edinburgh vs University of Glasgow Boat Race
First held 1877 – the second oldest varsity race in Britain

Race date: 1pm on Saturday May 16, 2009

Northumbrian Waters Boat Race 
University of Durham vs University of Newcastle 

First held in 1997

Race date: Sunday May 10, 2009

The Aberdeen Universities’ Boat Race
Aberdeen University vs The Robert Gordon University

Started in 1996

Race date: Saturday February 28, 2009

University of Birmingham vs University of Warwick
First held 2006

Not held annually – has also involved Loughborough

Race date: tbc

Universities of Medway Boat Race
First race 2007

Race date: Saturday May 9, 2009

The Varsity Boat Race
Bristol University vs The University of the West of England

www.thevarsity.co.uk

First held in 1995

Race date: April 25, 2009

Queen’s University, Belfast vs Trinity College, Dublin
First held 2004

Race date: tbc

The ARA and BUCS (British Universities and Colleges Sport) 

are happy to help promote university boat races and are 

keen to receive further information about these events and 

also details of other varsity events. Information can be sent 

to rowing@bucs.org.uk and magazine@ara-rowing.org 

Also in training...

Win, win, win!
Rock the Boat is kindly offering the stunning print on the right as 

a prize to one lucky reader. Just tell us who won the first race 

between OUWBC and Newnham College, Cambridge in 1927? 

Email your reply to magazine@ara-rowing.org 

 One of a range of limited edition prints by Annabel Eyres, this 

image is available from www.rock-the-boat.co.uk. Mini prints of 

single sculls, quads and eights are also available in club colours. 

Contact prints@rock-the-boat.co.uk for more information or call 01293 822 742.

 Claire Galloway, President of OUWBC, 

acknowledges that one of the hardest aspects of 

this year’s race campaign has been losing their 

main sponsor. “The current economic climate has 

created difficulties in finding a new one,” she adds. 

 The crews who race at Henley borrow 

equipment and make arrangements that will see 

them through a season (a gym deal here, a 

vehicle agreement there), always wanting and 

needing more, and yet making the most of their 

lot. The standard of the racing on that afternoon, 

typically a week before the Tideway race, is very 

good and often excellent. The times put down by 

these crews in the big head races and in matches 

with other clubs during February are testament to 

that and thus a credit to coaches and crews alike. 

 The women’s and lightweights’ crews tend to 

have paid coaches as the norm now – often young 

enthusiastic folk seeking to make their mark as a 

professional coach, often with volunteer support 

from old members and others. Whether or not 

these crews are in the shadow of the Boat Race, 

coaching for Oxford or Cambridge carries with it 

the prestige associated with two of the world’s 

leading universities (in fact it can be argued that 

part of what makes these universities great, and, 

crucially, keeps them in the general public eye, is the 

contribution of these sporting events). Much of their 

hard-fought income goes on coaching, that is the 

way our sport is gradually moving – ten years ago 

few Oxbridge colleges had any paid coaches, now 

most do to one degree or another. The volunteer 

coach remains important but now rarely dominant. 

 Lightweights have, of course, that extra 

dimension to their training. They are a tough bunch. 

Not for them the big meals in a college hall 

following the afternoon outing or evening gym 

session. More likely back to college or house to 

carefully weigh out appropriate foods to ensure the 

maximum energy and minimum fat. Lightweight 

rowing was added to the World Championships in 

1974 for men and 1985 for women, so the arrival of 

the Oxford and Cambridge races showed that 

students who were, as FISA put it ‘less statuesque 

people’ were keen to race each other. Back in the 

Victorian period they might have been in the Boat 

Race – the crew weights of that era often contained 

men who nowadays fit the lightweight range. 

 As race day approaches, the Boat Race crews 

are subject to considerable media interest and 

pressure. The women’s and lightweights’ crews 

don’t get this – despite many attempts to obtain 

some television coverage. The best that has 

happened has been a couple of minutes of the 

women’s race run a week later in the warm-up on 

the Tideway. This has led to debates about whether 

the women should move their race to join the men. 

 “It would be lovely to race in the same way as 

the openweight men on the Tideway for the same 

reasons they benefit from it – sponsorship and 

publicity etc,” says Galloway. “At the moment, it 

just isn’t possible.”

 Blessley agrees. He points out, “The much 

longer course would require a complete rethink 

of making weight both in the race’s rules and 

strategy. I think that racing the Boat Race course 

side by side does require a higher level of rowing 

than the lightweight rowing clubs currently 

produce at either university.”

 As ITV ditches the Boat Race coverage after this 

year and the BBC look like taking it back for next to 

nothing, the role of the media may change. And 

while millions will be watching the Boat Race later 

this month, hundreds will also line the Henley 

towpath to see the ‘other’ races – it’s a great 

afternoon for the spectator at the home of rowing. 

A full Henley Boat Races report will appear in May’s R&R.

17April 2009 | Rowing & Regatta

BOAT RACE

“Money, perhaps 
inevitably, has much 
to do with it” Oxford women’s blue boat beat Cambridge at the 2008 Henley Boat RacesPH
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Peter Crush finds out how 
the Boat Race nearly split a 
family apart

Published by Bloomsbury Publishing, 
Blood over Water is available now 
priced at £17.99. James and David  
have signed five copies to give away. 
The first five readers to email 
magazine@ara-rowing.org will  
receive a signed copy.

David (Oxford) and brother James (Cambridge) size each other up before the 2003 Boat Race
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Livingston vs Livingston

I
n 2003, David and James Livingston lined up against 

each other to row in the same Boat Race, the first time 

two siblings had done so for 103 years. The contest 

was to become regarded as the most dramatic ever, 

with Oxford winning by a thrilling single foot. 

 For these two men though, the 2003 Boat Race will 

only be remembered as the culmination of a nine-month 

training programme where each knew only one could 

emerge the victor. 

 James came to the race having lost the previous year’s 

Boat Race, when Oxford came from behind in the final two 

minutes. He was rowing for the very last time. 

 For younger brother David, it was his first time rowing 

in the top boat, and it was his chance to emerge from his 

older brother’s shadow. The duel almost split the family 

apart. Six years on, the brothers have told their side of the 

story in a book, Blood Over Water, published this month. 

R&R: It’s six years since the epic duel between you guys. 
One won, one lost; was the book your way of coming to 
terms with this? 

David: Yes, without a doubt. I wrote James a letter 

immediately after the race expressing my guilt about 

beating him. I’d denied him his last chance of winning; ever 

since that day I felt we’d locked away these feelings; it was 

very cathartic...

James: I was heartbroken, I still am. Even now I watch the 

race and think we’re going to pull away at Hammersmith. 

What were you trying to achieve in remembering  
the race?
James: The book is about everything between us behind 

that one foot, that 0.0034% margin of performance, a 

trillion ‘what ifs?’ in my mind, and how brotherhood was 

destroyed by the race and how we’ve rebuilt it....

David: James isn’t actually bitter [James laughs]; the book is 

about the loss of brotherhood and the development of 

teams. We’re both very protective of our own squads; a lot 

of it is describing teams and how they work. 

It must have been tricky writing together. Did you  
both argue about what you thought was the right 
version of events?
James: We wrote on our own then met to compare notes, 

let’s say...

David: ...there were enough awkward conversations! James 

was still clear he should have won... we weren’t over the 

destruction when we started writing; we never really spoke 

about our relationship with each other until then. What 

was weird was seeing what James had written, or how 

he’d remembered something that I’d forgotten; the 

narrative is in real time...

It must have been difficult, especially as James, you were 
the favourites that year weren’t you?
James: We were ten seconds per man quicker, and had 

beaten Oxford in the British Indoor Rowing Champs, so 

yes it was all very rosy...

David: ...yeah, and you guys also weighed in a stone heavier 

per man, but we still thought we had something to believe 

in... I think there was the underdog spirit. For me though, 

everything just heaped pressure on me. I was paranoid I 

wouldn’t even make the crew! When I found out for 

definite, we were both on camp in January...

James: I texted you saying I’d got in – your response  

was muted...

Dave: ‘That’s good, me too’ or something unemotional like that!

Didn’t you see each other at home?
James: The only time we were together was Christmas and 

neither of us definitely knew we were in. We have a rowing 

machine at home, and Dave used to sneak in and check 

my splits...

David: Yeah, yeah, so did you!

What about the build-up to the actual race?
James: The last time we saw each other was a week before 

the race – we bumped into one another accidentally at 

home! We gave each other a cold ‘good luck’ but by then 

we’d given so much, sweated blood and tears. 

David: I was like any younger brother, I had a chip on my 

shoulder about James always doing things first; this was 

my time... I’d gone to Oxford to be my own man. The Boat 

Race had bred this hatred by then... ultra competitiveness 

at the very least.

Who remembers the race most vividly?
James: For me on the Surrey side, inching through from level 

at the Surrey bend, to hitting our rhythm and being 

three-quarters of a length up at Hammersmith. This was a 

great place to be because those leading at this stage 

usually did well...

David: ...yeah, that was the point I remembered our ‘danger 

push’, when we had to throw everything at it. We called it 

our ‘1903 Push’ – 1903 being the last time a crew with our 

weight in that position had won the Boat Race. When we 

raised the rate and starting coming through, we knew 

Cambridge would be in a psychologically bad place...

James: ...you know what, this really hurts recalling it again. A 

foot after the finish we were level, a foot after that we 

were ahead, it was that close...

David: We’d have carried on for another 100, 200m, 

wherever the line was mate!

What now?
James: For me, the book has helped put this behind us. The 

Boat Race matters a huge amount to me...

David: We still both have our own opinions, but I know we 

both feel immensely proud to have been involved in such 

an amazing race.

James: Best of all... we now see each other regularly. We 

hang out! 

“The Boat Race had bred 
this hatred”
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