What it takes to win
Gold — Dave Smith

Dravid Smirth, Parabympic Gald medal winner in the
mined four Parahympic rowing, reflects with Claire-
Marie Roberts on his expenences in elite sport and
the achievernent of his ulimate goal in the summer
of 2012

In the baginning

Tha fact that | was borm with talipes squincvarus, a disability mora
commanly krown as ‘chb foot’, was no barier to ma parsuing

miy lovs of sport daspits the many operations and correctiva
proceduras | had to attempt rectify this mpaimant. The and resuit
was 3 parmanantly fused right ankls and a3 3 consequanca, litta to
nao dorsfiaion in this imb

My sporting beginnings and first intarnational
representation

Like meast boys of my aps, | was obsessad with sport Aged 7. |
decided to spacialisa In karate fs | progressed, | bagan o reprosaent
Graat Britain and won 2 madal m the 1572 YWorld Champlonships.
Howarear, | admit that | soparienced a faw problams along thea
wiy For sxample, | started to axparience problams holdieg
cartan postions wnd penarating powar through my hips_| foond
that | waz unabla to bemd my right knos and started to davwalop
lorear back problams. | was refermed to a podatrist who gave ma
Insolas to correct my gaft and sant ma on My way Daspits these
biomadhanical dfficulties and 2 davelopad Imbalarcs on my right
sid, | comtinuad to reprasent GB until | was 19, whan | took 2
declsion to giva a diferent sport a go. In any case. karate wasn't an
Olymipic sport ard | knaw that’s whara | wanted to ba.

From karate to shiing_

Aftar my ratirernant from karate, | pursued skl racing for a faw
yaars, compsting in slabom and glant shlom events. | dd find that
as my foot was trapped In a ski boot, it was difficult to employ the

TR racikg positions for my events a5 | sbrupgled to recratt the
ocomect masdas on tha right sida of my body.

—.and athletics...

I an attemipt to enhamce my traiming for sking, | jomed an sthlatics
club In 1738 whara | madvartantly Sl In lova with sprieting. Harving
no |daz sbout the sclencs behind sportng parformance, | used o
traval for 3 bours sach way to raming and back ¥hen | started

to axparienca shooting pains in my lags. haadachss and back pains,
dioctors told me | was traiming too hard. I 2000, tha nd of my
athilatics crear was markad by a fracturs of tha navioalar and an
accaptanda that my Blomechanical brtations meant that | couldn’t
run affickety around comners. | et that | should turn ey actemticns
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to tha |00 m nstead, but at 64" and |00 kg, | was hardly tha 1daal
SOMatoType.

An spiphany
During the paricd of tma that | was recovering from my foot
fracturn, | dedidad to wisit my sistar wha lvas inAustralia My visx
Just happemed to coincida with tha Sydnay Oymplcs! Whils | was
out thara, | mat 2 blemechanist by dhanca who was working In a
madical practics in Maorth $pdnay. This was my first introdection

to sport schance. During tha s monithes | pent here, | becma
Inspired to stedy tha principhas of training amd bowght many books
on tha topic. It was then | realised that all of tha lmitations Id bean
fighting with in tha varicus diferent sports 'd tried may originats
In my right foot. From what | could gathar, strength traiming may
provide the solution. | started pushing weights, amd plarning my
maxt ooursa of attack in the sporting world YWhat could | possibly
do raxt!

Bobslesigh

It pust happered that bobslalgh fitted my oritaria:® love of athlatics,
2 lowa of winter sports and 2 poszibility to pet to tha Olympkes. Om
raturn to tha U¥ | picked up tha phone and organised attendanca
at trias for tha GB Bobslaigh taam. | trained hard to maks the
tazm and in 202 | discoversd a training anvircnmant with more
of a foous on tha sckeitfic approadh, and 2 whola waalth of
kmowledps amongst the support staff. It was during this tme that

| rually karmed to train proparty. Aliough | hadn't mantioned my
problematic ight foot to anyona within the team, sebdle markars
wara sv¥idant in my galt whan | subconsclously over-compansated
fior miy lack of dorsBawion. In 2005 thare wers signs that | may have
bean salectad for tha ¥Wintar Olympics i Turin bt on a pre-Gamas
training cemp, my body finaly shet down, and | was dagnosed with
owartraining syndroma.

Mizsing cut on the Olympics

‘Whila | was having a break from training, | took a postton as
Aszistamt Coach with tha &2 sking team whara | gaimed waluzbls
spariencs a5 3 coadh. Howaver, tha sporting anvironmant | was in
fuallad iy dasire o retern to sport = a6 athlate. | spant 2 summer
training and strengthaning my body with the iventlon to return to
bobsiaigh in 2002
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Finally, soma answers

It was during this ims that | ama xcross a physiotharapist who
waz working as a dassifiar for the British Paralymipk Assodation
{BP&). Afrar langthy dmcussions, sha mada mea awars that my
problamatic right foot was tha most Baly cause of my consistant
Injurias, biomechamical imbalamos and impaired git. She supgested
that it was responsible for a 10-15 % deterioration In performance,
In a workd wharg lass than | % can be responsibls for winming or
losing! S ashed me whethar I'd considened Paralympic sports,
rexssuring me that | would gualdy, and encourapsd ma to attend
tha next B tlant day Although | umdarstood ber raasons for
sugpesting this, and aven though | mow had an sxplanation for the
frustrations | had suffered In sach sport I'd reprasanted, | couldn’t
halp bt wondar what people would think of ma f | transzioned
from Olympic to Paralympic sport. | fourd It difficalt to sccapt that
thara was somathing so wrong with ma that would warrant my
Inclesion In disabality sport.

British Paralympic Asseciation Talent Day

| bit tha bullst and attemded tha next BFA telent day whiers | was
pat through a whole battery of gensral tests. Tha last one eas

3 3 mirwts row on the ergomater (srg). Although I'd onfy avar
bsqn on an srg twics befors, it tumed out that 'd rowed a pratty
decunt time, and | was immediataly put in towuch with G2 Rowing.
Whan | want to vise tham, | haws to admit that | was inspired. Tha
professioralism of tha sat up, the facilities; sverything sbowt bt just
blaw me 2wy,

Graat Britain Rowing

Five momths 2far entering tha full -tee residanthl programmna, I'd
won the world dhampionships In my mes event: the legs. trunks
and arms Faralympic mixed coxed four rowing (LTAMEt+). it bad
bsan far from sasy though Whan | reflact on this tma, it was dear
that goirg from spanding mary Bours training remsotafy and on my
own to becoming part of 2 ful-time residential programma was

a dhallengs. | had relinquished control of my traming to others at
tha gramnd old age of 3¥ In addition to this, neurclogical symptoms
parsisted as did my fitful sleap pattenns. it was fortulbous than,
that during my tma with GB Rowing | was inbrodueced to a naw
physiotharapist who had previously been working with British
Swimming. Ha had a specialism i neurology and was tha first
perzon to axaming my comphints ‘catsds tha bee’. Om first
wuaamination, ha falt that | may have a structural meck problam,

50 | was zant for an MRl scam of my uppar spine. Thanks to my
programma baing heavily fundsd ard supportad by spadalsts ar
tha Erglish Instituta of Sport (EE), any support that was nasded
was dulivared at supsr-quick speeds, 30 I'd been in and out of the
scarmar bafora | beew .

The resubs

After tha scam, | had bagn told chat | was baieg refermed toa
naurologist and duly attended my allocted appointmsnt, oblivious
ot news that was showt to come my way. | quickly disoovarad
that tha MEI had shown evidancs of 2 suspectsd tamoar insida
my spinal cord, and it mesded ramoving..mow. Oddly enoupgh, |
ramsambar fealing 2 graat sansa of rallef on haaring this ness
Thiz dagnosis sxphingd tha all too familar Swoting pains, badk
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problems, deap kxuas, chronic fatigus, my inabilty to recovar and
many mora sympeoms that had phgeed me for years. Things | had
attributad to tha natural consequances of baing an athlate When
tha sgntfimncs of the news finaly ek i | had an ovarwhalming
sanz& that | was In safe bands. | knaw that thers was mo bettar
place 1o be as an Individual In this predicament tham surmoundsed by
tha meost compatest support network | could bope for.

Surgery

| was pleased to nots that my surgeon was a formes athlete himsslf.
It was comforting to ba im the hands of somsona who knew how
my mind worked, and who had mo intentlon of patronising me. |
remained adamant that this sat back would not present ma from
compating In my homa Paralympics and | had confidence that ha
unidarstond this and would support mry end poal Although the
surgary was secoussful In removing tha temoar, | was regquined to
undargo a furthar cparation 12 days lxter to remova 2 blood clot
that bad formed at the bass of my meck. it had caused ma to lose
tha uza of mry lkgs and my laft zrm.

The aftermach

&z | lay, reflecting on tha expariancas of tha st faw weaks, | new
that | was poing to maka it. Tha most powarfal thing whan you
hawa nothing Is your mind. | used a lot of pspchologicl skills whiks

| was In bospial, practising my training and my swant in my haad s
a substituta for my physical training. Curing these timas, | wsed to
think back to a lecture I'd attended that was gaean by Daen Collins:
“How you percalve somathing affecs the way your body deals with
1t” b caimed. i your body seas it 25 2 chalkeega, i will fight it 8
It's saan as a thraat, it will shet down” Thosa words coulde’t hava
bagn mors significant for me, a5 | declded to take Dlave’s advics and
approach my recovary as a fightar

Tha happy anding

Fourtesn months post (second) surgary, | won the YWorld
Chamnplonzhilps, and |ust owar teo years since | won Gaold at my
homa Faralympics. My recovery, my rahabiitation, miy succass, the
schievamant of my Ife goal would mot have baan possible wichout
tha unparalialed sdence and medicl support and guidanca | bad
from people withim tha EI5 and from G2 Rowing. | am complataly
In a=a of thess people, and | ows tham my [fe. Evary link in this
chain balped ma rebauid, rehabilitate and becoma am athlets agn. |
was 5o fortunate to ba In this privilegsd envirommant whara | was
pusked past my beits, with mo special concessions The rasults, as
thay say, speak for thamsaives Wl
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