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Preface

Rowing is a passion that has united us for many decades.
Although our interest on the water now differs, with Volker
still enjoying age-appropriate competitive training leading to
quite successful masters racing, and Wolfgang engaging
more in coaching master rowers, we continue to share our
keen interest in sport research and coach education.
Additionally, we look back with fond and inquisitive
memories of many years of successful international racing
and coaching that provided us with a wealth of personal



experiences in our sport, not to forget our academic careers
in sport science, particularly in rowing.
We shared over the years many studies and discussions
about rowing, which finally resulted in the first edition of our
book Master Rudern – Das Training ab 40 being published
2010 in German. However, it was clear to both of us from
the very beginning that this book must also be published in
English, and we have always been convinced that an English
edition would find its audience. We realize the amazing
interest and need from competitive, as well as recreational
masters rowers, in the English-speaking part of the world to
gain access to a comprehensive collection of information
about this topic in one place. We reviewed and corrected our
German edition, brought everything up-to-date and
translated it into English. This process also included some
adaptations to the specific situations of rowing in English-
speaking countries, especially North America, but we
maintained the basic ideas and structure of our book.
It was very noticeable and surprising at the same time for
us that masters rowing – at least in the technical rowing
literature – has not been given very much attention,
especially as it is enjoying increased popularity. There are a
number of forums of discussion, particularly on the internet
and also some articles based on personal experiences, but
scientific studies that focus on the elder rowers are rare.
Instead, many masters rowers and their coaches are left to
copy training plans and coaching practices of high-
performance rowers. Likewise, many masters rowers try to
design their training by remembering their own workout
practices that they experienced as high school or university
rowers from decades earlier. Boat rigging also tend to work
on the “principle of hope” and is often still geared to the
glittering times of great flexibility and strong stamina.



Our perspective on masters rowing goes somewhat further.
In addition to the training of the many competitive masters,
older athletes who may no longer be found at FISA’s big
international masters events, but who have ambitions to
maintain or improve their rowing technique, physical
performance and health with the help of rowing practices,
have been consciously included in this book. The latter
group of masters rowers may be gearing up for smaller
competitions with sometimes varying course lengths, or
simply enjoying the camaraderie with their rowing friends.
Our aim is to contribute to securing the quality of life, the
physical performance and independence of all of these older
athletes who follow our unique sport.
In this book, we want to provide basic information on how to
do, but also expand by investigating masters rowing from a
scientific point of view. Of course, we will share our hands-
on experiences as rowers and coaches, and present best
practices on what to do in our sport. We will go to great
lengths to stay close to the practice and thus give all
masters rowers, not only the competitive masters, many
tips for learning and training. In addition to all this, we
would like to pass on some scientific background of masters
rowing and the training with older people. This is all done to
help masters rowers enjoy this great sport for as long, as
healthy, as enjoyable and as successful as possible. Our
definition of masters rowers includes not only the ambitious
regatta participants in the various age groups who want to
achieve a rowing success through systematic training, but
all older rowers who want to practice our sport with joy,
purposeful and healthy. If masters athletes or coaches of
elderly rowers are looking for ways to develop in rowing,
they will find lots of tips, information and hints in our book.



In addition, we realize that the increase in the number of
participants in competitive masters rowing continues to be
unbroken. One clear sign for this is the steady growth in the
turnout to national and international regattas of the
masters. We will strive to give those rowers valuable
information about how they can possibly make their training
safer, more effective and even more enjoyable.
The enthusiasm of many adults for rowing and its diverse
manifestations has increased enormously. Many clubs offer
beginner courses for adults and older people who may not
be racing but still want to improve their physical fitness and
health by participating in rowing.
Our overall concern is therefore to make a contribution to
securing the highest possible levels of quality of life, of
general physical performance and of independence in the
aging process with the help of rowing.
We both hope that the detailed chapters on “Aging
Successfully” and “Learning to Row” – in addition to “Rowing
Techniques” and “Training the Master Rowers” – will also be
an enrichment for the reader.
The publication of this book has been a heartfelt wish for us
for quite some time. All the more, we thank the direct and
indirect participants in this book, because without their help
the publication would certainly not have happened. First,
there are the many master rowers and rowing partners who
rowed and trained with us over the years and gave us
plenty of inspiration for this book. Also, many volunteered
for photo shoots. Your ideas and suggestions have found
their way into this book.
In addition, we would like to highlight some of our
supporters who have been very helpful as discussion



partners and in the preparation of the manuscript, tables,
and illustrations: Donald Peterson of the Canadian Center
for Activity and Aging, and Charles Rice of the School of
Kinesiology at the University of Western Ontario, Maria
Martensen as a newcomer in rowing, as well as Julia
Sonntag from the Department of Sports Science at the
University of Konstanz. Special thanks are due to Liz Evans
and Alan Oldham who helped to present the book in its
English version.



Introuction

ROWING – PASSION FOR A
LIFETIME!

For most rowers, their sport is more than a simple physical
activity; it is a form of artistic expression. Rowing introduces
participants to a culture that becomes for many, a way of
life, something Craig Lambert (1999, p.12) describes so well
in his book Mind over water: Lessons on life from the art of
rowing: “We are out here in the darkness to reveal
ourselves, to discover who we are. With the oars, we
attempt things that we cannot do, we confront that which is
beyond our capacities. Mind over water. The shells transport
us into the unknown.” Many, especially older rowers – both
seasoned veterans and late-life beginners – wholeheartedly
agree with this author. All by degrees become convinced of
rowing’s power to convey the essential qualities and
abilities that bring meaning to a modern life: strength,
endurance, tranquility, balance, coordination, perseverance,
team spirit, joy of competition, mindfulness, purposefulness
and concentration!
Regardless of their motivation to pick up an oar – or
ergometer handle – adult rowing is a transformative
experience. The combination of the social aspects of crew



and team performance with its high demands on
coordination and physicality, all in connection with
sophisticated equipment, makes it comparatively unique
within the sporting spectrum.



In rowing, adult athletes are known as “seniors” or “masters
rowers”. Formerly common terms such as, “old women” and



“old men” have happily fallen out of fashion as has
“veterans” to a large extent, although this term remains in
use for specific age race categories at some United States
regattas (e.g. Head of the Charles). Throughout this book,
we will use the term “masters rower”, as this is now the
internationally recognized designation for athletes aged 27
years and upwards not racing in the open age category
often called “senior”.
Regionally, there are also races offered under the name of
“masters” for rowers even below the age of 27 years, to
give younger adults who enter the sport a chance to
accompany club comrades to regattas and be competitive.
Although we recognize this development, this book will
focus on adults over the age of about 30 years with their
age specific situations and challenges. According to our
understanding, this includes rowing as a performance sport
under oftentimes very competitive conditions, as well as a
demanding fitness activity or as an exercise for recreation
and healthy living. Thus, masters rowing can extend over an
age span of 50 years and often longer.
Historically, rowing was one of the first sports to offer
organized activity and competition programs for all ages
from youth up to advanced age. This is not by chance:
targeted, continuous pursuit of rowing can counteract, stop
and even reverse most of the inevitable aging processes
that happen over a life span and many studies confirm the
health effects of rowing.
But the benefits of rowing are not just physiological. It
improves a person’s quality of life in general and has
positive effects on the psyche. As a community sport,
rowing provides a chance for meaningful social contact
along with the shared experience of challenge and growth



through common ventures such as traveling to regattas or
touring destinations, as well as positive psychological
stimuli to increase problem solving and gain self-confidence.
Sports for adults in the middle and later parts of their lives
are becoming more and more popular, mirroring broader
societal changes. These are caused by shifting
demographics of the population, but also by the evolving
landscape of both work and leisure. Sport is omnipresent
and offers a variety of services particularly for older adults,
especially under the premises of health and prevention. In
the course of these developments, the number of physically
active or sports-oriented adults has increased, while at the
same time the diverse range of activities available is rapidly
expanding
The authors are in this expanded sense themselves
enthusiastic masters rowers, who even after more than 55
years in the sport continue to enjoy the activity, aim for
their particular individual goals and (mostly) experience
satisfaction. Add to that countless other positive
experiences reaching from the sensations of “perfect
strokes” with the accompanying “effortless” run of the boat,
the wonderful interpersonal interactions, the magnificent
experience of being in nature, to the awareness and
enjoyment of improved physical performance. This
encourages us, the authors, to keep taking on the ever-
increasing demands of our sport whether as coaches,
instructors or athletes. We wish to contribute in our own
way to the sport we enjoy so much in order for as many
adults as possible to experience rowing with the greatest joy
and personal satisfaction. In doing so, we are convinced that
lifelong sports - especially rowing - have positive effects on
health, performance and life expectancy, and thus



significantly improve people's quality of life, even as they
age.

This conviction is in line with developments in our society
that are generally recognizable in sports for adults and older
individuals: the “rediscovery of the own body”, along with a
changing sense of health and fitness; the need for authentic
physical activity in the great outdoors; the desire for social
connectedness and a sense of inclusion. All of this
characterizes the attitudes towards physical activity and the
shift in adults’ approach to sports.
In the conscious configuration of leisure time and as a
separation from the working world, sport has become an
important factor in adults’ lives, and thus contributes to
society’s evolving image of the typical “older person”. The
increasing variety of activities and sports provides tailor-
made offers for all kinds of specific interests and goals, not



only in terms of different sports and forms of exercise, but
also individual motives. Offerings span from competitive
performance sports to recreational activities that are geared
towards community or nature experiences.

The current trend is for more and more adults to find rowing
as their activity of choice through various club and
community programs like adult learn-to-row courses or
training camps. These individuals progress from learning the
basic rowing movements to the intricacies of refining
technique and then finally to enjoying all that this sport has
to offer. Additionally, many former high school, college and
high performance rowers continue in their sport beyond
their adolescent years or come back after a number of years
of absence from the sport.
Rowing’s draw lies in its ability to open up disparate
physical, psychological and social experiences at every age



and for every level of ability. The sport is particularly
attractive because of the way individual experiences can be
linked and combined so that no two people experience
rowing in the same way. Regardless of which stage in life a
rower takes up the sport and the primary motivation – for
health, recreation and well-being, or striving for peak
physical performance and competition – rowing, with its
varied perspectives and opportunities, is an ideal sport for
all.
The phenomenon of adult aged competitive and
performance sports now stands side by side with the
important notion of lifelong physical activity for physical and
psychological health. This becomes strikingly obvious when
you look at the increasing rates of participation across all
ages and ever higher levels of performance at masters
rowers’ races. The frequency and format of racing
opportunities for masters is also on the rise around the
world.
The significance of the topic requires a systematic
exploration of the various ways that masters rowers
learn, practice and train. It is also important that we
consider what “successful aging” looks like and
rowing’s role in this lifelong pursuit.

This book is dedicated to adults of all ages who are
practicing this sport and to those wishing to guide and
support these masters as coaches and instructors. We are
indebted to the vast range of perspectives and motivations
that masters seek and find through the pursuit of rowing.



The authors are aware that, by the very nature of rowing as
a sport of various experiences, the motivations and
perspectives of each adult rower are many and complex.
Even a masters rower, who trains and races systematically,
may well have in mind the health benefits of the sport and
find joy in the pleasures of a rowing tour with friends. On the
other hand, the inveterate touring rower is as interested in
improving and maintaining their technique as in building
and maintaining the social connections afforded by their
crew and club.

A Note on the Book’s Structure
In this book, we take the perspective of all masters rowers,
regardless of whether they are simply using it to pursue
good health, or practicing the sport to maintain or improve
their physical fitness, or occasionally seeking the outdoors
and activities in the boat to relax and decompress, or are



life-long, or once again or new competitors. Throughout the
book, the authors investigate how rowing, with all its
different perspectives, can contribute to “successful aging”.
To this end, special attention is given to topics related to
learning strategies, rowing technique, rigging and sensible
rowing training.
The first part of the book (chapters 1 and 2) will focus on
the particulars of the physical transformations that
accompany aging and how developmental conditions
change over the lifespan in the context of successful aging.
We will then turn our attention to take a closer look at some
masters rower populations of special interest. The findings
and evidence presented here serve as the basis for the
following chapters.
The second part (chapters 3-5) deals with the subject of
adult learning in terms of the rowing movement and
considerations on whether and how it is still possible for
older athletes to “perfect” their rowing technique - even for
resolute competitors. Closely related to this is the individual
adaptation of the rowing equipment to age-related
restrictions and body dimensions. When discussing the
specific physical developments of aging and the goals of
masters rowers, the authors make reference, where
appropriate, to insights from the experiences of high-
performance athletes, something continued in the following
chapters.
The third part of the book (chapters 6 and 7) focuses on
rowing training for masters age athletes. We seek to answer
questions including: What should the rowing training for
masters look like? Which aspects should be emphasized?
What should be considered regarding load and recovery?
How can a rower maintain or increase racing performance or



physical fitness over the mid and long term? The book’s last
chapter concludes with descriptions of planning, execution
and design of training, races, regatta schedules and camps.
The final part of the book includes bibliographic references,
useful (internet) addresses and a glossary.





Chapter 1

MASTERS ROWING

WHO IS A MASTERS ROWER?
At one time, the transition between performance as an elite
athlete and participation as a master was thought to be one
of inevitable and rapid decline as an athlete approached
“advanced” age in their sport. This was experienced
firsthand by one of the authors of this book while trying out
for the German National Rowing Team a number of years
ago. The National Coach at the time suggested that it would
be better for the then 26-year-old rower to look for a career
outside of elite rowing since his best performance years
were behind him. Coaching efforts and the support of the
German rowing system were focused instead on the next
generation of younger athletes. This well-intentioned
counsel was based on the realization that the average age
of the most successful international rowers had been
steadily declining; the best research of the day suggesting
that humans reach their maximum rowing performance
around 25 years of age.



Perhaps coincidentally, this was also the era that saw the
official entry age for masters rowing races set at 27 years. It
is notable that masters categories start at comparatively
different ages across sports. Swimmers can race as masters
as early as age 25, triathletes and basketball players have
to wait until they are 30 years old, and it is only upon
turning 35 that track and field athletes and volleyball
players can be considered masters.



Today we know that even older rowers can achieve absolute
excellence; indeed, our definition of the age of peak rowing
performance must be advanced well beyond the age of 25
years. Sir Steven Redgrave is perhaps the most famous
example of this deeper insight, who at the age of 39 won his
fifth consecutive gold medal – one gold for each Olympics
he attended from Los Angeles 1984 through to Sydney
2000.

This trend has continued in recent decades with ever more
highly talented athletes not only participating in elite rowing
races, but doing so successfully for far longer. The list of
finalists, medalists and even winners – some well over 36
years old – at the World Championships and Olympic Games
includes such names as: Ekaterina Karsten (Belarus),
Rumyana Neykova (Bulgaria), Duncan Free (Australia), Iztok
Cop (Slovenia), Olaf Tufte (Norway), Greg Searle (Great
Britain), Lesley Thompson-Willie (Canada), Vaclav Chalupa
(Czech Republic), to mention just a few. Jueri Jaanson
(Estonia) won the silver medal in the men’s double at
Beijing 2008 at the age of 42 and in 2019 a 46-year-old
James Cracknell (Great Britain) became the oldest winner of
Britain’s famous University Boat Race following Cambridge’s
victory over Oxford!
While such athletes are without doubt exceptional, their
growing ranks are an indication that there is no fixed “expiry



date” on the physical performance required to achieve top
rowing results, as long as the athletes stick to an
appropriate long-term training regime. In fact, research now
suggests that factors such as decreasing motivation, higher
vulnerability to injury and personal demands (job, family)
have a greater impact on a person's diminishing
performance than any age-related decline of physical
abilities.
Although they are technically of the eligible age of masters
rowers, these older elite athletes are clearly outside the
scope of our current volume. For the purposes of this
book, we will define masters rowers as athletes
around 30 years of age and older who are neither
publically funded, nor full-time members of a high
performance program, nor those who subordinate
their career or education in the pursuit of high
performance objectives. While masters athletes can
compete at quite a high level and participate in organized
training at any age, “successful aging” in a holistic sense
– rather than absolute peak athletic performance – is the
main goal; master rowers’ training, therefore, should strive
to reach this goal in an age-related, meaningful manner.

1.1 TARGET GROUPS IN MASTERS
ROWING

1.1.1 The Competitive Masters Rower
For many athletes, it is a natural transition from their time
as high-performance rowers in high school, university or
club programs into a competitive masters rowing program
with little or no interruption. Other masters find their way



back to rowing after taking years off from regular training
and competing in “their” sport, which they had exercised
more or less intensively as adolescents. Not infrequently
you also find athletes who have only discovered competitive
rowing as adults. The ever-increasing number of regattas
specifically geared towards masters, and the continuously
rising rates of participation in masters races, bear witness to
the great popularity of rowing as a competitive sport for
athletes of increasingly older age. These trends can be
observed worldwide.
The competitive structure of rowing is divided into age
categories to ensure as equal a “field of play” as possible
within races. Traditional age categories with a focus on
younger athletes are defined by an individual competitor’s
maximum age (see Tab. 1). The “Senior” category – often
referred to as “open” – has no age limitations and is meant
to be for rowers competing at the absolute highest levels
both domestically and internationally. On top of this,
masters rowing has emerged as a competitive system
similarly subdivided into age groups, but ones based instead
on the minimum age of either the individual rower or crew
average in larger events (see Tab. 3). The flexibility inherent
in this system allows for a wide range of combinations of
athletes of different ages as long as all are above 27 years
old.
Tab. 1: Age categories in rowing with their official names

Age Age Categories in Rowing

Up to 14 Boys and Girls

15 – 16 U 17 or Junior B

17 - 18 * U 19 or Junior A



19 - 22 * U 23 (some countries also have the category U 21 = 19 - 20
years)

All ages
*

Senior

27+ ** Masters (various age groups) men / women

*Indicates international age categories with official World Championships.
**There are already in some rowing nations even younger age groups (e.g. 24+).
However, no specific reference is made to these age groups in this book.

Besides the thrill of competition, motivations for
participation as masters rowers are as varied as the rowers
themselves. Below are some of the main factors that attract
adults of all ages to the sport of rowing.

1.1.2 The Fitness- and Health-Oriented
Masters Rower

Rowing is an excellent way to maintain and improve fitness
and physical health especially well-suited to aging adults. As
a low impact, joint-friendly endurance sport, rowing meets
the desires of many people wishing to enjoy the health
benefits of physical activity, including the prevention of
diseases and deficiencies that come with a sedentary
lifestyle. Rowing also poses no major risk of injury to older
adults when performed with proper technique. In fact, one
major cause of injury – falling – simply does not exist in the
sport since the rower is already sitting down. Furthermore,
rowers can participate year-round in a sport that
strengthens so many muscle groups and particularly targets
aerobic endurance both on or off the water.


