
Representing Great Britain in the European Dragonboat Championship 
2006 

 
It’s a long journey from breaking the ice on your training lake to time trialling in 
the summer sunshine, but its an even bigger journey from lonely early morning 
paddles to performing in front of thousands of roaring supporters. This is the 
journey undertaken by 12 athletes and 2 coaches from the British Airways (BA) 
Hurricanes Dragon Boat Club this year as they joined a squad of over 130 people 
to compete for Great Britain against 14 other countries in the 2006 European 
Nations Dragon Boat Championship in Prague. 
 
All the paddlers had undertaken months of gruelling training and seen off scores 
of competitors in demanding time trials before joining their new team-mates for 
the regular sharpening sessions that are so vital to the building of a strong crew. 
This meant lots of very early mornings and long motorway journeys; it’s the 
national squad after all.  Training took place in Liverpool, London, Bristol, 
Reading and Nottingham.  

 
Time–trialling in an “O1” 
 
You might wonder what 
competition? This is a minority 
sport after all. But, some 
300,000 people get in a 
Dragonboat each year and 
there are numerous festivals 
and regattas up and down the 
country every week during the 

summer. That is a lot of people to choose from.  To be successful, you have to 
spend as much time as possible on the water.  Potential GB crew have to attend 
as many of these regattas as possible as well as Club and GB training sessions 
to maximise their potential.  It also meant having to learn to master an O1, to 
make to go as fast as you can over a 500m course.  Added to this is the fact that 
the potential of representing your country is a big draw to accomplished athletes 
from other disciplines. 
 
This was the biggest Hurricane contingent ever in a GB squad and the first time 
we have had a paddler in the elite, Open squad; these guys are often Olympians 
and World competitors in other sports so a great achievement by Robert Tighe to 
make that cut. But of course Robert was not alone and to emphasise the range of 
paddlers and the family nature of the Hurricanes, we had two sets of brothers 
and two husband and wife pairings in the squad with age ranges from 13 year old 
Scott Menzies on the drum to fiftysomething year old Jim Green on the helm. 
 
After two days of acclimatisation the real action started on Friday with the 
opening ceremony and the 2,000 meter racing. Some crews decided to save 
their powder, but our Juniors and Senior Men both saw a chance for glory. The 
setting was the Vltava River by the famous and picturesque Charles Bridge and 
as the GB teams emerged from the competitors’ village into view of the crowds a 
huge roar erupted. All along the riverbanks and across the bridges, people were 
standing 3 or 4 deep with Union Jacks far outweighing the flags of any other 
nation. Where there were no flags, we could see the official red shirts of the rest 
of our squad. GB was there in huge numbers and in fine voice. Wales was 
playing the Czechs the next day in a football qualifier and our family and friends 



were bolstered by the Welshmen in very fine voice and with dragons on their 
flags; good to entertain them and spread the dragonboating word. 
 
The opening ceremony over, it was time to get on the water and shift some of the 
pent up nerves. First up was the Senior Men©s team with Alan Parfrey and Kevin 
Tighe making their debut at this level alongside Jim.  Although GB kit was 
permitted at training, neither Alan nor Kevin had dared jinx his international 
career by pulling on that white shirt before race time and both (well all 20 in the 
boat if truth were told) were hyped up to the eyeballs in readiness for the event. 
Both had played a lot of sport before, had competed in front of large crowds and 
at least one of them had been know to exhort the crowds to make more noise at 
crucial times in the game, but neither had experienced a feeling like walking out 
onto that jetty. Suddenly, surrounded by several thousand fans of all nations, 
spotting our nation©s flag flying from every vantage point and hearing the chant 
"GB! GB! GB!" ringing around from right and left, back and front, the enormity of 
it all dawned.  
 
We were really representing our country, we 
could not and we would not let them down. 
Forget nerves, forget the opposition, it was 
our job to get the whole squad off on the right 
note, to medal. It was almost impossible not 
to look at the flags and the crowds, but 
equally we couldn©t dwell on the arena too 
much; the risk of being overwhelmed was too 
great. Finally we were in the boat and 
paddling, that reassuring rhythm of the boat 
calmed us and focused us so that now we 
could afford a proper look up at all the faces 
and were able to feed on the noise and 
elation of the GB squad and traveling fans, to 
look at our team mates and know that they, 
experienced as they were, had been just as 
nervous as us and were just as determined to 
get the job done.     GB supporters on Charles Bridge 

 
There was no time to warm 
up, as being the last crew to 
loaded onto a boat they were 
ushered directly to the start 
line past competitors waiting 
for the next race.  No time to 
ask why, there’s a job to do. 
This was a course with 3 turns 
of 180-degrees. For paddlers 
used to a maximum of 500m, 
2,000m is a punishing 
distance and racers were 
grateful that as they passed 

each section of the crowd the volume would increase…..GB! GB! GB!.....; were 
there any other spectators there?  
The BDA President had told the squads that the helms could win or lose such a 
race, so no pressure there for Jim then; he held his nerve and held a true line, 
but with staggered starts and 8 boats on the water no one could guess the result. 
What the crew did know was that they had given their all and proved to each 



other that they were a good team. Time to wait for the official announcement, but 
before that there was the Junior crew to cheer on. 
 
BA Hurricanes has a bumper crop of Juniors this season with Scott and Stuart 
Menzies, Rosie Hurley, Kate Bouch and Sam Orgill, in his first season in the 
sport, all pulling on the GB shirt. This is a young Junior team too, just 9 of the 34 
squad will be too old for the World Championships in Sydney next year so we 
were all excited to see their potential. And what potential! Paddling in perfect 
time, the Juniors flew up and down the river, reeling in the Italians and the 
Hungarians, but despite their best efforts, they were narrowly beaten by a much 
bigger Russian crew into the silver medal position. A great performance. 
 
Much later, and well away from the race site, the seniors awaited the result of 
their race.  After what seemed to be an age, the Senior Men received the news 
they had been waiting for. They had beaten the much fancied Russians, 
Germans and Czechs to gain a silver medal behind the Hungarians. When the 
news was relayed back to the team hotel, the roof was raised with all the 
cheering. A few passengers were dropped off at the main team hotel and as the 
Senior Men’s coach appeared from the underground car park to head off to their 
separate hotel, a huge crowd of GB paddlers emerged to cheer and applaud 
them.  GB!.. GB!.. GB!.....Flags waving...Inspirational and humbling at the same 
time. 
 

On to day two, a day of 
sprints at the regatta site, 
south of the city and the first 
chance to look at the two 
ladies teams and the Open 
men. The next couple of days 
were going to be an 
interesting mental challenge 
for the BA Hurricanes who, 
being used to racing 6 or 7 
times a day in a domestic 
event would have to retain 
focus all day but race only 2 
or 3 times. Friends and family 
soon realised the pressure 

paddlers felt and learned to give the competitors’ zone a wide berth. 
 
Day two meant 200m racing - a distance that would take maybe 45 seconds and 
allow no room for error, make a mistake at the start and you were toast.  
 
But first of all it is time to fasten on our pearls. Dave Bangs, national director of 
coaching provided every GB paddler with a pearl. If you look on any Chinese 
carving of Chinese dragons only one will have a pearl between its teeth or claws; 
that is the real dragon, the rest are impostors. Many would be the occasion over 
the next few days when GB paddlers would be found holding their pearl and 
reminding themselves that they are the “real deal”. 
 
The Mixed Junior team made no mistakes and in their 3 race round robin style 
competition beat the Hungarians to take gold. There were more than a few mums 
and dads with “something in my eye” as the youngsters belted out the national 
anthem and our flag was raised. Great start to the day. Maybe this is a good time 
to talk about the professionalism of these youngsters. This is an amateur sport 



and they have to raise all the money for kit, training and travel themselves, an 
additional pressure particularly at a time when exams are looming, but they 
behaved impeccably. The level of focus before each race was an example to us 
all and the support they gave their team mates was huge. And, their coaches tell 
me that there were no high jinks or pranks back at the hotel and no one trying to 
break curfew. The Juniors repaid the trust in them impeccably. 
 
With a gold in the bag, the Juniors went into the open competition, which you 
might think would be full of big lads. Not a bit of it, both Kate and Rosie from BA 
Hurricanes had proved themselves fast enough to win a seat in the boat. Not 
quite quick enough in the heat to beat the Russians, their time was good enough 
for a semi-final place. This one-two combination became the order of the day as 
both the semi and the final saw the same outcome. Close, but not close enough. 
Still a gold and a silver is a pretty good haul for one day and believe me, these 
youngsters are going to give the Russians and the rest of the world a fright next 
year and a lot of adult crews too will be looking enviously at the performance of 
BA Hurricanes’ paddlers. 
 
Next up was the Senior Open team, buoyed by yesterday’s result. Being older, 
they wanted as few races as possible so flew off the line to win in a personal best 
of 43.24 seconds from Russia II and Italy. Straight to the final and no need for a 
rep. Russia I was a little quicker in the other heat, but as GB had paddled well 
within themselves, this was not a worry. When the final came, all were primed 
and ready. The GB boat was sandwiched between two Russian crews and 
visualised an arrow formation with a white point and two red wings. Although they 
went faster than ever, GB was not quite a match for the Russia I team and 
gained another silver. Two silvers now, this might be an omen.  
 
The Senior Ladies team had the most BA Hurricanes of all the crews. Coached 
by Kevin D’Mellow and managed by Les Sibley our ladies include Pam 

Bennington, Anna Scheutz (a 
former Swedish international), 
Clair Parfrey and Jeanette 
Grundie. Sadly Jeanette tore a 
shoulder/chest muscle very 
badly on her first day in Prague 
and although she led the warm-
ups (an interesting mix of 
household chores and singing) 
as normal, she couldn’t get into 
the boat; a huge 
disappointment for us all after 
the hard work she had put in to 
get this far. The ladies were 
quite imperious and powered 

away from the opposition to win gold. The whole travelling party was delighted to 
get the chance to sing “God save the Queen” as the Russian equivalent was 
becoming a little too familiar for our liking. 
 
GB was the hot favourite for gold in the Premier Ladies division. These girls gave 
the Senior Men a good race in training in Kingston two weeks previously and had 
been out fund raising via radio interviews and even auctioning “bums” on eBay. 
They are a class act and it was no surprise to see them beat off the Russians 
and the Swedes to take a gold. Their squad includes former rowers and kayakers 
plus an Olympic judo player, which brought much mirth, merriment and 



embarrassment to some of the guys at the post regatta party on Saturday. I hope 
they can raise the funds to take a full squad to Sydney next year as at full 
strength they are world beaters. 
 
Finally for Saturday it was the turn of the Open crew. These are the fastest 
paddlers in Europe and all the guys are very fit indeed. The GB crew paddled 
well through the heats and the semi to gain a place in the Major Final. Although 
their coach, Mike Quayne, later said that this was their best race of the regatta, 
they came in fourth, less than half a second behind the winning Czech team. 
That is how close the racing is at this level and they had paddled very well, but 
that was little consolation and you could see the pain etched on their faces long 
after the racing was done. In conversation, the BA paddlers did identify a 
potential area for improvement and passed it on to Mike, but would their advice 
be heeded? 
 
Day two is over and the squad has 3 golds and three silvers. A record haul could 
be on the cards, but as impressive as the paddling was, it almost pales 
compared to the level of support. The grandstand was packed with GB 
supporters dressed in all sorts of Union Jack attire and whenever there was a GB 
boat on the water the noise was deafening with the BA Hurricane contingent well 
to the fore. Every paddler got a huge lift as they passed that crowd on the way to 
the start, the support must have been worth a second a race. Overnight the other 
teams must have had chats with their supporters as there was a little more vocal 
competition on Sunday and the PA played some rousing music whenever the 
Czech boats appeared. The GB fans remained the most numerous and most 
vocal of all so from the paddlers, thank you all, you were inspirational. 
 
Only two BA Hurricanes await medals at this time, Scott in the Juniors and 
Robert in the Open. Scott  quickly put this right by drumming the Junior Mixed 
crew to a convincing gold in the first 500m competition of the day, much to the 
delight of his parents who were key administrators to the event; more lumps in 
throats. Robert is worrying now. 
 
The Russians have brought no girls to the regatta so can’t enter the mixed event, 
but this means that they have 20 strapping lads that didn’t have to race twice 
early on Sunday morning. Would this be an advantage come the Open racing? It 
certainly looked like it from the off as GB paddled in fourth in the first round of 
racing. But such is the character of these youngsters that they went back out to 
beat the Hungarians and the Italians in subsequent rounds to gain a well 
deserved silver. To get your fastest time of the day in race five is an awesome 
achievement. Scott, Stuart, Sam, Kate and Rosie did GB and BA Hurricanes 
proud over the whole regatta and looked suitably “bling” in all the post race 
photos, laden down as they were with up to five medals! 
 
Could the older folk match the youngsters? Well, yes actually. 
 
Ian Grundie got his first GB paddle in the heat of the 500m for the Senior Men 
and showed why it had been such a hard job for the coach to leave him out of the 
original line up. Ian and the other old guys looked almost robotic as they powered 
away from the start, quickly getting into their rhythm and pulling away from the 
Hungarians and Czechs.  At last the team heard the call from Jim that they had 
been waiting for………”You’re in Control!”…..the signal that there was clear 
water between them and the other competitors.  Jim was ecstatic……”they’ve got 
nothin’! ” …”rub it in!”.. The team went on to win by 1.5 seconds even though 
easing down at the end. Job done, energy conserved and the gauntlet thrown 



down. Two years ago GB won silver in the first two events and then won the gold 
in the 500m. Would history repeat itself?  Later on, Russian 1 were 4 seconds 
quicker in their heat with Russia 2 1.5 seconds faster.  The Czechs had put in a 
sterling performance in the repercharge to get into the final, in a time equal to 
GB.  It was looking like it could be a bun fight for bronze, unless the team could 
conjure up something special.   
 
Undeterred and as defending champions, they got into their boat full of belief. 
This was a different crew to that which had started the regatta. The personnel 
were the same, but now there was an extra edge.  Separated from the rest of the 
GB contingent, individuals had been through their physical and mental 
preparation.  Any notion of sheer brute force winning the day had long been 
dispelled on the training sessions.  This needed to be clinical. Would it be 
enough?    
 
What do you think about when you sit on the start line of the European 
Championships prime event (500m) final, whilst you wait for the other crews to 
arrive?  You go through the race, you picture perfect technique, you focus in your 
boat.  You say nothing.   One last tap each on the people around you, to wish 
them well, then back to focus. 
 
At the start it was Forward! Attention! Loud off-putting shout in Hungarian! Go! 
Both Russian teams flew away, but they did that last time too and GB felt they 
could be reeled in. As the race progressed the gap narrowed and the last 100m 
was going to be very exciting. Sadly Russia 1 had one last reserve of energy to 
draw on and held GB off, but it was close.  

 
Another silver, pushing Russia 2 into bronze.  The Senior men congratulated the 
Russians, and they in turn made a guard of honour with their paddles for the GB 
crew, knowing that they had been pushed very hard.  “Next time” they said as 
they shook hands.  The fans and the Senior Ladies made a guard of honour for 
the men as they left the jetty but it was hard to raise a smile after working so hard 
and coming so close. The Seniors did perk up later and belted out what sounded 
like the Russian anthem at the medal presentation; after all, they’d heard it often 
enough! 



 
The other crews in the Senior Ladies event must have been sick of the sight of 
GB backs. As the crews moved through each round the GB boat got better and 
better, increasing the margin of victory so that by the final it was a question of by 
how much rather than if GB would win. The Ladies were again imperious, 
winning the final round by 8 seconds from the Italians and of course the crowd 
went crazy. 

 
 
The Premier Ladies looked very good going through the heats but the wheels fell 
off at the start of the final and at the half way stage they were trailing the 
Russians. But these girls are not quitters and they don’t panic, so they paddled 
on relying on timing and technique rather than testosterone and caught the 
Russians. Feeling the gold slipping away, the Russians cracked and became 20 
individuals who could do nothing as a team of 20 powered past them to victory. 
Now that’s class!  Two out of two, well done ladies. 
 
Last up is the elite and Robert Tighe is wondering whether he needs to change 
clubs as he is the only BA Hurricane without a medal and as the GB Open squad 
has not won a medal for 7 years, the prognosis is not good. However, in the semi 
final GB was strong enough to beat the Russians to gain a place in the Major 
Final; the Russians were out! With 200m to go, GB is in third and fighting hard. 
Julie Doyle, already a double gold medal winner with the Premier Ladies, on the 
drum seat is asking them ”where is your length?” This is where they were weak 
yesterday, would they respond to her calls? Too right they would, to get a second 
behind Slovakia. As they paddled past the crowd to take their well deserved 
applause, it looked like a boat full of Zippys so broad were the smiles. 
 
And then it started raining, just in time for the medal presentations, so with the 
booze ban now lifted we were being soaked inside and out. Loads of singing, 
chanting, hugs and kisses. What a mess we all looked, but what a great regatta 
and what a great performance by the whole of Team GB, paddlers, 
administrators, helms, drummers and fans; Prague will not forget you.  

 
 
A lasting memory is that of the juniors 
and their celebrations.  An example of 
what the Britain’s youth of today can 
achieve, as, unashamedly, tears of joy 
in their eyes, as they 
chanted…..GB!...GB!....GB! with the rest 
of the Europe’s dragons looking on and 
wondering how they were ever going to 
compete with them in the future.   
 

 
So there is the racing, GB comes third in the Nations Cup and wins 6 gold and 7 
silver medals. Never has the squad achieved more. 



The post race party was not 
memorable, well your correspondent 
can’t remember much of it since the 
team alcohol ban had been lifted, 
apart from a human pyramid that had 
the ladies’ coach pulling his hair out in 
despair and some astonishing 
gymnastics in the rafters of the 
marquee from some Czechs and 
Russians, but I do know all the nations 
were looking forward to facing each 
other next year for the World 

Championships in Sydney.  The training has already started in earnest. 
 
 
BA Hurricanes has been in the Premier 
League of the British Dragon Boat 
Association competition for several 
years. We might once have been 
regarded as one of the minor teams, but 
as this season has progressed we have 
got better and better, have picked up 
some mighty scalps and ended the year 
with 14 people representing the country. 
That is pretty impressive by anybody’s 
standards. If you want to get involved 
and be part of the buzz, be you an 
Olympic athlete or a complete novice then why not come along and try your 
hand.  
 

Contact us on http://www.p-c.me.uk/Hurricanes/index.html 


