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            PROLOGUE
            

         
 
         This is a story about trying to find happiness. There is a strange trick to being happy. You have to think certain things, believe certain things, and hold your tongue the right way. This is the story of how I lost the trick and found it again. There’s quite a bit about rowing as well.
 
         If you are in a hurry, here are the contents of this book in around 150 words or less:
 
         
            I stop being immortal. I have a traumatic pizza-ordering experience and life becomes meaningless. I quit my job, girlfriend and house, and go live with my mother. I watch a lot of daytime TV. The How’s Life show tells me to row the Atlantic. I team up with the original Naked Rower, we struggle to raise money, start building a boat, start training insanely. I go to the desert and come back loopy. Find a rowing partner, lose a rowing partner, find another rowing partner. Meet Hot Polish Girl with cold hands. Start the race (badly). Row into a storm. Take the lead. Lose the lead. Row. Row harder. Nothing happens. More rowing. Hallucinations. Slowly catch up. Another storm. Neck and neck, with a week to the finish. Capsize and get thrown out of the boat. Get back in. Get to Barbados first! Protested against. Win at the protest hearing. Still living with Mum. Still mortal. Now happy.
            

         
 
         The events described in this book actually happened, and are based on paper, video and audio diaries I kept at the time, as well as my own, inevitably faulty recollections. Some licence has been taken with the timing of minor events, to accommodate the demands of storytelling.
 
         All the people in the book are real, although some names have been changed. The exception is the Don, who is complete fiction but represents the more robust advice and colourful views I received from several real-life characters who are best left nameless.
 
      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE
            
 
            An unexpected swim

         
 
         18:00, November 26, 2003
 Atlantic Ocean — approximately 120nm ENE of Barbados
         
 
         I have been pulling at the oars for most of the last three and a half hours. The digital clock on the bulkhead tells me that I have another ten minutes to go. This has been a long shift but not a boring one.
 
         Behind the boat enormous waves are advancing in ranks, their crests a football field apart. Any one of them is large enough to topple a slab of Atlantic onto our little boat and drive us under. They never do, of course.
 
         I need a wave that is a bit steeper than the rest. Here comes one now, a blue-green, undulating, watery hillock with a foot of grumpy white water on its crest. Just as it seems it is going to dump onto the boat, we start to rise up and surge forward. I give six quick strokes and then lean back with the oars out of the water and tucked in to the side of the boat. The boat starts to accelerate and I twitch the foot-steering mechanism to keep us square onto the wave. The GPS says 6 … 7 knots, the boat careers down the tumbling, rushing wave, and water starts to hose in through the scuppers.
         
 
         After a few thrilling seconds the boat slows as the swell passes underneath. There is a brief pause, then a second powerful surge as the boil of passing white water sucks the boat along. Now the wave is gone and the boat, like large cow slapped into an uncharacteristic gallop, gratefully slows back to a plod. I start prodding the water again and wait for my heart-rate to return to normal, while around me the white water fizzes and hisses like a freshly poured Coke.
 
         For most of the day the clear sky has been a great blue lens, taking the light and heat of the tropical sun and magnifying it to a laser. Now the sizzling red disc finally starts to quench itself into the western horizon. The air cools, the glare fades and I can take off my sunglasses and hat, wipe my forehead with the back of my wrinkled hand and enjoy the view, at least for a few minutes, while the brief tropical twilight still lingers. The relief of being out of the furnace of the day has not yet been outweighed by the fear of spending another long inky-black night in a small boat in these big seas.
 
         As the boat rises up on the shoulders of another wave, I am treated to a brief glimpse of the vast, heaving seascape lit up green by the setting sun. There is a flash of white on the horizon. Is it a whitecap or the hull of a rowboat? The next boat in the race, CRC, is somewhere behind us, but we can’t be sure exactly where. After chasing them for most of the last five weeks we finally muscled our noses in front only a couple of days ago. They aren’t likely to be happy about that. They will be throwing everything they have at us. We have to get to the finish line in Barbados, two days away, before they catch us.
 
         With just a few minutes left on my shift, my arms feel like overcooked spaghetti. My head bobbles on my neck like those toy dogs in the back windows of cars. My brain, tired of being alternately rinsed in adrenaline and lactic acid, decides to abandon ship, and I start to feel a warm, disembodied floating. I don’t know what it means but it is very pleasant to disconnect from the aches from my poor battered body. I probably need some sugar, and I definitely need some sleep. I haven’t had my eyes closed for longer than two hours at a time in more than five weeks.
 
         Six and a half minutes before the end of my shift I call out ‘Six minutes!’ to the cabin hatch in front of me. Half a minute later I call out ‘Still six minutes!’ The hatch springs open an inch, Jamie’s signal that he is awake and that I can stop yelling. A few minutes later it opens a bit more and I can see inside. Jamie is taking a break from getting ready, pausing with his bum in the air and his face down on the mattress, trying to get a last few seconds of sleep.
         
 
         ‘Two minutes!’
 
         Jamie sighs and levers himself out of the hatch.
 
         ‘How’s it been?’ he asks.
 
         ‘Yeah, not too bad. Mostly above 3 knots. There’s 30 seconds to go, by the way.’
 
         A few days ago the steering broke on the other rowing position in the bow, so now we must swap places. I pull my feet out of the shoes bolted onto the foot-stretcher and roll away while Jamie quickly sits down in my seat and picks up the oars.
 
         I step into the footwell in front of the hatch, the only place in our little rowboat that you can stand upright. I straighten up slowly, because … here it comes … ow! A strange, wrenching ache in my gut as some cramped muscles get pulled back into position and blood flows into long-compressed internal organs. Now I can stretch properly, arching my back to coax the synovial fluid back into my spinal discs.
 
         I look out over the nodding bow to the rapidly darkening horizon. Somewhere out there lies the finish line at Barbados. Early in the morning of the day after tomorrow, that piece of horizon, which for the last six weeks has been nothing but ocean, should start to sprout solid hills, green leafy trees and white sand beaches. There, under a palm tree, I will wallow in a spa pool filled with clean, cold rum punch and chunks of fresh, crisp watermelon, while calypso music wafts from the nearby bar.
 
         Until then I open one of the deck hatches and slop some white powder into a special large cup to make a warm, gooey, fatty milkshake. Then I pull out one of our last remaining freeze-dried meals and empty it into the thin aluminium pot. Only ‘Thai chicken curry’ left — not the mushy delights of ‘fish pie’ or the Willy Wonka extravaganza of ‘roast lamb and vegetables’ but it’s still remarkably tasty. Now I add some water from the hand pump. Very carefully. Too much water and it turns into soup. I put the pot on the gas burner on the bulkhead.
 
         I can’t afford to muck around — I have to be back on the oars in half an hour — but this is such a pleasant time of day, and it is such a treat to be not rowing.
         
 
         I reach into the cabin to pull out one of the head-lamps. The previous night it had stopped working. In my last break I had spent a few seconds scraping off the weeks of corrosion on the switch contacts. I show it to Jamie.
 
         ‘See! It’s working again.’
 
         ‘Oh, good one.’
 
         Then he looks past me and scowls. The bow starts to tilt down again, then more and more until we are plunging downwards like the front car on a roller coaster. But we aren’t square on to the wave. As we drop and accelerate the boat begins carving to the right. The port rail gets lower and lower as the boat starts to roll. Where the starboard horizon should be is now the upturned deck of the boat, and where the deck was is now the Atlantic. It is like being in a chair that has been suddenly been twisted and tipped up. There is no time to brace.
 
         The port rail digs in near the bow and a great slab of the Atlantic surges into the boat towards me. As I’m swept away, my outstretched, flailing hand tries to connect with the hatch to try to slap it shut the last inch. We are going over, and if enough water gets into the back cabin the boat won’t right itself.
 
         The rushing water rips the boat from my grasp and I tumble backwards. As I fall away I see the deck perpendicular to the water and continuing to roll. It looks as if it is going to land on top of me. I can’t see Jamie. Then I’m thrust under the warm, dark water and I can’t see anything at all.

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
            
 
            The fall 
 
            
               When all think alike no one is thinking
 
               — Walt Lippmann

            

         
 
         July 2001
 
         I am young. I have always been young. I will always be young. In fact, there is nothing the least bit mortal about me.
 
         I have a steady relationship with a wonderful woman. I live near the centre of Auckland in a funky apartment with an enormous balcony that has views from the Harbour Bridge around to the Waitakere Ranges. I brunch at cafes where I drink decaf soy mochaccinos. Sometimes I go surfing on the weekend, at least I do when I have time — which is rarely. But there will be time for other things later. I am still young.
 
         I work in an office in the city. The hours are long. I nearly always work until late at night, either at home or in hotels out of town during the week, and often on weekends. When I am not working I am worrying about work. Fridays I go out and drink. Partying is done at a frenetic pace in snatches between periods of stressful work assignments.
 
         It is an exhausting, demanding lifestyle, but fortunately I am young.I am only about 25, which I suppose is curious because I have been 25 for a while, for some years anyway, and I have no reason to expect that I won’t be 25 for some years to come.
         
 
         Then one day as I look in the mirror I find a grey hair. I pull it out and forget about it. A few days later there is another. Then another. I start to have strange dreams about going bald.
 
         I go to a new gym. The trainer, a young woman, tells me that I will be doing a fitness test in which I’ll run on a treadmill and they will wire me up to an ECG.
 
         ‘Oh, you mean like Steve Austin at the start of The Six Million Dollar Man?’ I suggest.
         
 
         She looks at me blankly: ‘Like who?’
 
         I am chatting with a taxi driver. The radio is playing the latest boy-band hit. But it is a remake of a song that was playing just a few years ago when I was at school. ‘It’s a bit early for a remake, isn’t it?’ I say. ‘That song has only just been a hit!’
 
         The driver half glances at me through the rear-view mirror. ‘Man, that song is from the mid-eighties. Anyone who’s at school now wasn’t even born when it first came out.’
 
         I ring the dentist to make an appointment to get a tooth looked at. The receptionist asks me how long it has been since I was in. I guess about six months. She comes back a few seconds later: ‘We changed software two years ago, Mr Biggar; it must have been before that.’
 
         Two years ago? Is that possible? Where did the time go?
 
         ‘And how old are you, Mr Biggar?’
 
         ‘Let me see … I was born in 1969 … that makes me … thirty-two.’
 
         Thirty-two? How did that happen?
 
         I take a flight, and as I get on the plane I see that I am considerably older than the pilot. I am watching the All Blacks and I realise that I am older than all the players. I cannot deny it any longer. I am mortal. I am getting older. In fact, I am almost halfway through my allotted time on Earth.
 
         But then things get much worse.
 
         It’s late one night and I have been at the pub. It’s drizzling, and as I walk down the rain-slicked streets I pass a glass-fronted pizza place. The name is painted in an arc on the glass in ye olde style heavily serifed fonts. I push open the door and go in.
 
          
         There is a small crowd of customers inside, all talking animatedly, their cheeks flushed from booze and sprinkled with raindrops. Behind the counter and taking up most of the wall is a blackboard that stretches up to the overheight ceiling. The blackboard lists the range of pizzas, dozens and dozens of them — maybe a hundred in all. There are all the usual — Italian, Hawaiian, Meatlovers, Chicken — and then some with more exotic ingredients — yoghurt, kiwifruit, chili, fish, banana, kangaroo, broccoli and even chocolate bars.
 
         Fine, I’ll play the game. I weigh up my options carefully. I want something a little spicy, not too rich, lots of cheese, not too weird. OK, maybe a little weird — I hate being one of those people who only order safe food when they eat out. I love tomato, so plenty of that. I don’t often eat mozzarella, so maybe one with that. Hmmm, so that narrows it down to the Margherita or the Americana. Margherita or Americana?
 
         Now I am at the front of the line. I am looking across the counter at a short, wizened man with a flamboyant moustache. He is scowling indifferently, tapping his pencil on the order pad.
 
         ‘Waddya want?’
 
         ‘I’ll have the Pizza Americana thanks.’
 
         ‘What size?’
 
         ‘Regular.’
 
         The old man snorts and shakes his head as he writes down the order, muttering to himself in a lilting Italian accent.
 
         ‘Everybody orders the Americana.’
 
         He’s kidding me. How could that be? It’s an absolute fluke. I want to shout at him, ‘I could have chosen any of the five hundred stupid pizzas that you have up there!’ But I say nothing, take my pizza and go out into the rain to think.
 
         Look, maybe he says that to everyone just to mess up their heads. Even the people who order the Kangaroo Sweetbread and Parsley Pizza. Maybe he shakes his head and says, ‘Everybody orders the Roo Guts.’ Maybe.
 
         But then it happens again. My girlfriend wants to look at houses. So I go off to look with her. I doubt whether I will be much help, as I haven’t thought about houses much at all. One of the first places we see is a restored 1920s villa. I haven’t thought much about villas as opposed to a more modern house or an apartment, but I have to admit that the little white picket fence does have some quaint retro appeal, and the postage stamp-sized lawn certainly sets off the bay windows. The front door opens onto a hallway with smartly polished wooden floors. I am aware that there is something of a debate over carpet vs polished floors, but I haven’t thought much of it. But now I have seen polished wooden floors I think I prefer them.
         
 
         Walking down the hallway I pass the children’s bedrooms. Their names are on raised wooden letters on the doors: ‘Benjamin’ and ‘Joshua’. I haven’t thought about boys’ names before, but if you had forced me to come up with something I would probably have chosen those two. How strange. Then I go into the dining room. There on the table is an Alessi kettle. Just like the one we have at home. I wonder idly where they got theirs. They are quite hard to find. I wander over to the bookshelf to have a nosy glance. That’s funny — they have most of the same books that I have, right down to Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. I walk out blinking into the sun. This is all a little weird. I feel like I am walking out of a house that has been designed for me.
         
 
         Then we go to another place, and it’s exactly the same. Except they have the red Alessi kettle, and the hard-cover Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. How did they know what I wanted before I had chosen it myself? And what is it that is making us all spend a lot of money on the same ridiculously impractical kitchen appliances and interior design?
         
 
         OK, so maybe it’s a oncer. Maybe yuppies tend to have the same tastes in interior design. But as much as I try to shrug it off I can’t. I start to see predetermination everywhere.
 
         Did I really have a choice about what career I was going to have when I was growing up? Aren’t we the generation that was told we could be anything? But in reality most people I know fall into one of about five occupations. It appears I have real choices, but in reality the choices have been made for me. Someone who met me at the age of five could have guessed my future and got it pretty much right.
 
         What about that OE I did after leaving university? I could have gone anywhere in the world, right? So where did I go? Paraguay? Tashkent? Turkmenistan? Benin? No. Instead I went to the places that 99% of young New Zealanders go to — the countries that were once part of the Roman Empire. I could have saved myself the time of looking at travel guides — my decision about where to go was made two thousand years ago by Emperor Augustus.
         
 
         What is worse, I realise now, much much worse, is that, with the whole world to go to, I wanted to go to Western Europe. It’s bad enough being told what to do, but it adds another degree of horror to realise that I wanted this fate that some other people had picked out for me. This is pure frigging Matrix meets George Orwell.
         
 
         The more I look the more I see that I don’t really have genuine choice at all. The invisible hand of Culture is not only nudging my elbow. It has reached into my pocket, nicked my wallet and stolen my pin number. It is what I buy. It is what I wear. It is my name. It is what I had for lunch. It is what I am thinking and not thinking. It is my little bourgeois goals and dreams.
 
         It is even my rebellion to it, because even those people rebelling against culture aren’t really rebelling. Why is it that all those people who have consciously dropped out of the mainstream look self-consciously like all the other ‘alternative’ people. How does that happen? Do they have Alternative Lifestyle Fashion Police? Dreadlocks and beads, gang patches and tattoos — they are all just subtribes, defining themselves by where they stand in relation to the mainstream.
 
         For months I have been stumbling on these clues and they have been spinning around in my head. Finally all the individual radioactive pieces coalesce, reach critical mass, and explode. Now I can see things as they really are. As surely as if I had taken the Red Pill, I have become detached from my world, and for the first time I can see a 10,000-foot view of my life and the forces that shape it.
 
         I won’t run away and join the circus. I won’t become a witch doctor or a wizard, an All Black or an astronaut. A jewel thief or a Jedi knight. I am never going to start a rock band, or win an Olympic gold medal. The outline of my life has already been chosen for me. All that is left for me to do is fill in the colours, literally — the hue of the woodstain on the floor of the house, the shade of that damn kettle I’m going to have. But the suburb I will live in, the house I will buy, the job I will have, these are all as good as banked.
 
         If I didn’t really choose this career, do I really want it? When will the hard work and sacrifice end? Wasting a decade or two building a career when I am immortal is one thing, it’s quite another when I realise that the precious seconds of my life are draining away, have already drained away.
 
          
         What is my plan? What am I working for? To be a spectator of life as it goes past my office window? A few brief days of vacation each year?
 
         When did I last think about options for my future, not in terms of sterile practicalities, but by how much they excited me? Somehow that part of my life where I get to live out my dreams has nearly ended and I haven’t even noticed. I desperately want and need something more but I don’t know what. I don’t even know what I have the right to want. Shouldn’t I be happy with what I’ve got?
 
         No, there has to be more than this. I have to start again. I have to take control and live my life deliberately, make my own decisions. If such a thing is possible.
 
         But I have no right to want any more than what I have. Only a colossal dickhead would leave his well-paying job, sell his apartment with the beautiful panoramic views, and leave his lovely girlfriend to chase after some half-arsed, unthought-out, inarticulable, immature, vague childish ambitions.
 
         I am a dickhead. I pull the cord on the Bus of Predetermination. It jerks to a halt. I get off and watch it shake and rattle down the highway until it disappears into a cloud of its own dust. Then I am left in the eerie quiet, standing by the side of the road with my baggage and the occasional windblown clump of tumbleweed. I am in Howick.

      

      




    
         
         

         
            CHAPTER THREE 
            

            ‘Awaken the rower within’

            
                  The top rowing self-help titles never written:

			                  Awaken the Rower Within

			                  Feel the Fear and Row Anyway

			                  Think and Row Rich

			                  The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Rowers

			                  What Colour Is Your Rowboat?

			                  The Rowed Less Travelled

			                  Your E-Row-neous Zones


            

         

         Imagine that you are an alien with a powerful spacecraft capable of travelling anywhere in the galaxy. Imagine that you are also in trouble with your local law-enforcement agency and need a place to lie low for a while.

         You want a place that is a long way away from anywhere. Nothing as glamorous as the actual end of the galaxy, that’s the first place the Space Cops will look. Your hiding place must not even be remarkable in its unremarkableness. It must be dull, without redemption. So you look at your map of the galaxy and choose an area somewhere about two-thirds of the way out along one of the spiral arms. Where the star systems have long since left the excitement of the core and have for some time been rolling on with desperate monotony.

         Some hours later when you finally cut the hyperspace drives you find yourself next to a bland little solar system, just nine or so planets, including a couple of big gassy ones and one with quite pretty discs. You could hide forever in the suffocating gas giants, or in the howling winds of the red planet. But that is too exotic, too exciting — you want somewhere a bit quieter. Ahh, there it is! The third planet from the sun. It looks very quiet indeed.
         

         Soon you are circling above it in high orbit, scanning for the most suitable spot to land. Your sensors detect high concentrations of life in the northern hemisphere, so you head for the southern, toward a cluster of three islands tucked away at the bottom of the world on the edge of a vast, desolate ocean. You choose to land in a small city near the top of the northern island, but not near the city centre. Instead you touch down in one of the quieter areas far to the southeast, in one of the rambling dormitory suburbs that carpet all sides of the city for hundreds of square kilometres.

         The place you have chosen is called Pakuranga. Pakuranga is a sleepy place where the schools are good, the people are pleasant, and for the most part they spend their lives commuting, breeding, watching the soaps on wide-screen TVs, selling Amway to each other and twitching curtains.

         Surely now you can relax? Surely now you are safe? Aren’t you lost in oblivion, in the most suburban of suburbs in a city of suburbs, in a country that is in the suburbs of the world in a planet that is in the suburbs of the galaxy?

         No. Not quite.

         For two suburbs and eight sets of traffic lights away from Pakuranga lies Howick.

         Howick must be the only suburban centre of Auckland where it is possible (even desirable) to do a U-turn on the main street on a Friday night. Howick makes Pakuranga look exciting. Pakuranga is where people from Howick go to party. This is where I have returned.

         
                

         

         I have moved to my mother’s house in a dead-end street in a quiet corner of Howick. It is, for all intents and purposes, the End of the Universe.

         I lie on a bed as if I have just fallen backwards from a ladder. My eyes are glazed and unfocused, my mouth is open. My hands are pressed down into a worn pink duvet with frilly tassels. I am pinned down by a combination of despair and lethargy.

         I am in what used to be my sister’s room, but she has long since grown up and moved overseas. The room has been kept like a time capsule of early-nineties teenager. There is even a poster of George Michael sniffing the inside of his leather jacket. On the top shelf, above the books on ponies, are dozens of garishly coloured soft toys staring down at me with lidless eyes, grinning ghoulishly.
         

         But I am staring at the ceiling, the better to concentrate while I try to count my miseries. I think it is seven or eight, though I suspect I might be doing some double counting:

         
            	I am living in Howick.

            	I am living with my mother in Howick.

            	I am 32 years old and therefore only have my middle age and a long, doddering descent into decrepitude and senility in front of me.

            	I am 32 years old, living in Howick with my mother and her obscenely fluffy white cat called Chantelle who is incontinent and has deep personality problems.

            	I do not have a girlfriend, though I just left a good one.

            	I do not have a job, though ditto.

            	Life is Empty and Meaningless.

         

         Superman and I have at least one thing in common. We are allergic to our birthplaces. Superman was born on Krypton, but in the presence of green glowing Kryptonite he would lose his powers and become weak and feeble. Similarly Howick, the place where I was raised, has become toxic to me. I cannot stand its sinister quiet. I cannot stand its suffocating sameness. Nothing ever happens here. It is a place of frustration and isolation. A man could die trying to find a decent cappuccino here.

         Nor is it helpful being in the place where I was a child, because I feel just like a child again, and that is the last thing I want to feel. I don’t know what to do with myself. I don’t know what to do each day. At least when I was on the Bus I had a purpose. It is very strange not having the work imperative to drive your life. I hadn’t realised how much I relied on its routine.

         I have trouble sleeping. I lie awake on the bed and stare at the ceiling wondering what I have done. I have made a terrible mistake. I feel ashamed and foolish. This is all wrong. At 4am I wake to the sound of sinister cackling laughter. Is it Fate tormenting me? No, it is the Tickle Me Elmo that has fallen off the shelf. I have to get out of here.
         

         An email arrives inviting me to a wedding in Boston. I leave a trail of flaming footprints all the way to the airport.

         
                

         

         I spend the next few months travelling in the US and Europe. Everywhere I go I am looking for insight and inspiration. I want to know the answers to the big questions — What is life about? What are we here for? How do I make myself happy?

         I go to modern art galleries in London and search for answers in a white painting on a white background called ‘White on White’. In smoky cafes in Amsterdam and Madrid I drink tiny cups of dark coffee and read The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Nietzsche, and Existentialism for Dummies. I begin to fill pages in my notebook with scribblings. Slowly, with great reluctance, and mostly as a result of time and distance rather than any great revelation, my issues become clearer and less painful.
         

         It is true that if you look at human life down the wrong end of a telescope we are all just ants scurrying around. From this perspective the narrative arc of our lives is predetermined — we are born, we wriggle and twitch a little, we swap DNA, and then we die. I may be a meat puppet, but down at my level it doesn’t feel like I am. That has to be enough.
         

         Yes, the particular culture that I happened to be born into predisposes me towards certain types of behaviour. But this is just a role I am playing. If push came to shove, in 48 hours I could fly to the Kamchatka Peninsula, burn my passport, and live out my life as a bear trapper.

         And maybe most people order the Pizza Americana because it is the best choice. If the price of being unique is having to eat Kangaroo Sweetbread Pizza, then maybe it isn’t that bad being with the crowd.

         One thing that is certain is that I’m not immortal anymore. But if the end of my life is clear, then how I get there is still largely up to me. In fact, more than ever I realise now that my life is a completely blank landscape. Now I have to get on and fill it.

         One day in Madrid the money machine stops giving me cash. I fly back to Howick to sit on the sofa and get fat. 
         

         
            [image: alt] 
            

         

         How to tell that your standards are slipping:

         
            	You put your clothes on back to front.

            	It takes you until 11am to discover 1.

            	After discovering 1 you don’t do anything about it.

            	You watch daytime TV shows.

            	You don’t know what day of the week it is.

            	You work out what day of the week it is by what TV show it is.

            	The show in 6 is a reality TV show.
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         I return to Howick intending to get my life back together, to find a place to live, to get a job. But the weather isn’t helping. After the cold and grey northern-hemisphere winter the New Zealand summer is intoxicating. Each night I write ‘Find a job’ on my list of things to do tomorrow, and each morning I throw open the curtains to another fine summer’s day. If it’s windy I jump in my sister’s old, cranky Toyota Starlet and drive north to go windsurfing at Lake Pupuke. If it’s slightly less windy I drive south of Auckland and out to the west coast and go parapenting.

         If it is wet there is the TV. You would have heard that 99.7% of our genes are the same as those of the chimpanzee. Which perhaps explains why we like bananas and swings. It is less well known that 50% of our genes are the same as the lettuce’s, which is my excuse for spending a lot of time on the couch in front of the TV.

         I am particularly enjoying watching infomercials. I love Infomercial World. Everyone looks like they are having so much fun. The products are such good value, and storage is no problem. And they throw in lots of other stuff as well. I’m enthralled. Wow! It can do that to my abs? And I am going to look like him? No way! And it rolls under the bed! Look at those bonus gifts! And easy payments! I buy an Abdominiser. It gathers dust under the bed.


         I also seem to have a slight food-intake problem. Mum is still cooking for four children, yet I seem to have no trouble clearing the table. It’s still just debatable whether or not I’m actually clinically obese. The charts at the GP’s office say so, but they have a particularly anorexic view of the world. They must have been calibrated during some dark period of history when highly processed carbohydrate was not freely and cheaply available. According to the charts I should be about 20 kg lighter or 15 cm taller. If I were 20 kg lighter I would only weigh 90 kg — I would look like an x-ray.

         With my lack of motivation and self-discipline I am appalling myself, but not enough to do anything different. So rather than fight the inevitable I decide to give in to it. I will gorge myself on Mum’s cooking, watch daytime TV until it’s night-time, immerse myself in the full horror of deep suburban living until I finally touch the hard bottom of the Pit of Self-Loathing. Then I will have no choice but to bounce back, bigger, faster and stronger than ever.

         So on Friday and Saturday nights I force myself to listen to a radio show on one of the stations that play nostalgic hits from the ‘Golden Age of Radio’. On nights when I should be giving myself inner-ear damage at a nightclub, I instead listen to an elderly DJ croak into the mike, ‘Here’s one you won’t have heard for a while! Max Jaffa and his Palm Court Orchestra with the Palmerston North Pipe Band playing Rod Stewart’s “Sailing”!’

         It’s revolting. It’s nauseating muzak. It’s audio Valium. I struggle but I can’t escape. My foot starts tapping, I start to hum along.

         What big-band sounds can’t do maybe partner dancing can. I take rock and roll dancing lessons with my mother at the Buckland’s Beach community hall. Sometimes at the end of the class they throw in a bit of line-dancing just for fun.

         I walk out to the letterbox every day to check the mail. Once I look down and find myself wearing socks and sandals. ‘Whoops!’ I chuckle to myself. ‘That would have been a fashion faux pas!’ I go and put on some Ug boots instead.

         Occasionally I go for a jog, dragging myself to the top of a small hill nearby. Red-faced and puffing, from here I can look out upon an endless wasteland of houses stretching into the distance. But there is no time to linger. I have to get back for Oprah.

         I’m coming to an uneasy truce with Chantelle the Cat. As a kitten Chantelle was a cute, playful little snow-white ball of fur — now she’s a fat, neurotic, beachball-sized blizzard. The Cat produces so much white fluff that it is difficult to tell exactly where she ends. Snowdrift-like clumps of hair can be found everywhere. Long white strands cover clothes. Food fresh from the oven is lightly garnished with hair. A few days living with Chantelle and you have fur-lined lungs. Spend a week and you will have passively digested most of a cat.
         

         Mum indulges and mollycoddles the Cat, and finds excuses for all her misbehaviour. ‘Oh the poor thing, she eats her biscuits too fast!’ says Mum as she fetches the mop.

         Chantelle has a habit of sneaking up on me while I’m at the dinner table, and injecting a tetanus-laden claw in my thigh.

         ‘Kevin, be gentle — she’s just asking for a pat!’ exclaims Mum. Looking at Chantelle smirk from the safety of Mum’s lap, I am not so sure. I think she just likes seeing how high she can make the plates jump.

         The other inhabitant of the house is Carlos, Mum’s lodger, who is living downstairs in my old room. Carlos is originally from Portugal, but that is a stint in the army, the merchant marine, four languages, three wives and two children ago. Carlos works in the same hotel as Mum, as a conference manager, where he can put his passionate Latino temper to good organisational effect. When he isn’t working he sits in the La-Z-Boy in his room downstairs watching SKY Sport and smoking little cigars. Every hour or so he brings his coffee cup upstairs to the kitchen for a refill.

         ‘’ey Boy,’ ow’s it going?’ he asks. ‘Why are you seeting around? Why don’t you come work at the ’otel?’

         At night, lying in my sister’s pink frilly bed, watched by cuddly toys, while listening to eruptions of Portuguese throat-clearing rumbling below and Chantelle patiently scratching her way through the door, I wait for the bottom to hit and my apathy to be replaced by energising ambition.

         Still nothing.

         
                

         

         Perhaps it is because I am secretly starting to enjoy it. I have discovered the library again. Without work ruling my schedule I can make dinner dates with friends and keep them. I have picked up some hobbies. I am remembering people’s birthdays. I’m seeing friends I haven’t seen since they got married. I’m not getting their children’s names mixed up. I’m taking singing lessons, ceroc lessons and drama classes. My line-dancing is really coming along.
         

         You know there are some countries with highly regarded cultures, such as Italy, where it is quite acceptable for grown men to live with their mothers, at least until they get married. Really, it is nothing to be ashamed of.

         At some point, though — and it is going to be within weeks rather than months — I’m going to have to get some paid employment, if only to fix the Starlet, which is now producing white smoke at a quantity normally associated with D-day landings. I have played too long. Now I have to get a job. Yes really.
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         I flick listlessly through the classifieds section of the newspaper. Why do I find it so hard to get a job? It’s because I don’t want a ‘job’. That’s the kind of old-school thinking that got me in this mess in the first place. I want to have fun. I want to have fun and get paid money. And save the world.

         The self-help books I have been reading are unanimous. They all say that I should do something I enjoy doing. Something I enjoy doing? When was the last time I could think about this without being practical? Let me see … when I was twelve. What did I want to be when I was twelve? Maybe a movie-maker like Steve Spielberg and George Lucas, or a Jedi knight slashing my way through ranks of stormtroopers. If not a Jedi knight, then an inventor. In the movies inventors are alway making cool jet-packs or time-machines. My favourite is the professor in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang who invented a gadget where you put a chicken in one end and an omelette comes out the other. Or maybe an explorer, driving huskies across the Antarctic and flying helicopters over the jungle. Or someone like Jacques Cousteau.
         

         But there is a reason why I never pursued any of these ‘career’paths. They are ridiculous. I’m not going to move to a galaxy far far away, play with poultry, or even wear a red beret. But as I turn to the situations vacant section of the paper, and its rows of grey type offering such listless, lifeless, soul-destroying roles as Assistant Inventory Planner, I keep being haunted by those schoolboy daydreams. They are strangely difficult to kill. They are like the Undead — even if I stab them with the Sword of Practicality and turn away, I inevitably feel a decomposing finger tapping me on the shoulder.
         

         Somehow I have to revisit those childhood fantasies, or at least their adult variations, and put them to rest. I will get out there and talk to people doing the dream jobs that I thought I wanted. I will find that they aren’t all that great and then, disappointed but grounded in reality, I will at last go and work for the Man again.

         So I make another list. Once I have crossed off the fictional jobs this is what is left:

         
            	Video editor

            	Explorer

            	Astronaut

            	Industrial designer.

         

         Now it is time to find people with these occupations and interview them.

         Surprisingly, it isn’t difficult. Just a few days later I am in a dark, windowless room in the bowels of Television New Zealand watching a documentary being edited. It is interesting, and very similar to what I do with my PC at home, and it’s close to glamorous people in a glamorous industry, but it isn’t glamorous. I’m cured. Excellent, that’s one I don’t have to worry about ever again.

         
                

         

         For me, being an explorer means going to a Pole, and I’ve been a fan of Antarctic adventures since I don’t know how long. I’ve read all about the original legends — Scott, Amundsen, Shackleton — and the latter-day elite superhuman explorers — Hillary, Swan and Fiennes. I have been thrilled by their encounters with crevasses, frostbite and endless icy wastes. But where can I find a patient polar explorer who doesn’t mind talking and will give me the real lowdown?

         A few days later, I’m reading an article in the newspaper about extreme holidays. There’s mention of a company based in the UK that is offering treks to the South Pole. But isn’t polar exploration for super-fit and highly experienced mountaineers? How is it that pudgy tourists are able to waddle their way there?
         

         That night I call up the trekking company and get put through to one of their guides. I am a little in awe. This guy has actually been to the South Pole! Twice! After a little small talk we cut to the chase.

         ‘But isn’t it tremendously difficult to trek to the South Pole?’

         ‘Well, actually it’s not too bad.’

         ‘But what about the cold?’

         ‘You know it’s going to be cold. You take extra mittens.’

         ‘But what about the crevasses?’

         ‘You know where they are. You walk around them.’

         ‘So what’s the hardest bit?’

         ‘I guess it’s dealing with the boredom really. Most of the time it’s just a long, boring slog.’

         I thank him for his time and put down the phone. I’m stunned. All of the polar exploration books I have read emphasised the terrible deprivation and suffering and risks they faced. Could it be possible that they were, ever so slightly, turning up the volume on the adjectives? The guide’s words come back to me: ‘You know it’s going to be cold. You take extra mittens.’

         Does this mean that a Muppet like me could do it? Does this mean that walking to the Pole doesn’t have to be all about endless suffering and frozen blackened stumps? These are weighty questions that need to be digested on the sofa, along with some nice steak and kidney pie. I turn on the TV and catch the end of the sports news. There are shots of a woman rowing alone in an enormous rowboat. It looks a bit like the semi-covered lifeboats that you see on the side of cruise ships.

         The commentator says that this English woman called Debra Veal has just that day arrived in Barbados as the last person to complete the second trans-Atlantic rowing race. Is that the same race that Rob Hamill and Phil Stubbs won a few years ago? It has taken this woman four months. Wow, that’s a long time to be at sea in a little boat. The commentator concludes by saying that two New Zealanders, Steve Westlake and Matt Goodman, had won the race some months earlier, with a New Zealand women’s team of Steph Brown and Jude Ellis coming fourth.

         Strange, I haven’t heard anything about that. I guess it must have happened when I was overseas. Here’s another adventure that’s out of my reach. I don’t know how to navigate a boat, or survive a storm. Or row, for that matter.
         

         But the phrase keeps coming back to me: ‘You know it’s going to be cold. You take extra mittens.’ This woman, for all her pluck, is no Captain Cook, yet she had managed it. Could I do the same?
         

         The next day I’m on the couch again, but this time with a dog-eared copy of The Naked Rower, Rob Hamill’s book about winning the first trans-Atlantic rowing race. I’m intrigued by the photo on the front cover. It shows the two rowers at the end of the race, oars held aloft, their physiques showing the results of six weeks’ hard labour under the tropical sun. Man, these guys are buffed! This race would be great for getting me into shape! I bet they get the ladies.
         

         I expect the photo is going to be the best thing about the book. I mean, six weeks rowing non-stop at sea — how interesting can it be? Quite interesting, in fact. I don’t so much read it as inhale it. I’m flicking through the pages as fast as possible looking for the juicy bits. Ah, there they are! I thought so, loads of girls.

         But also, wouldn’t it be cool to be sitting out there in the middle of the ocean? I wonder what it’s like to be at sea at night with the full moon on the water? And look, quite frankly, how hard can it be? There was a mother-and-son crew in the first race. They stopped every night to have a gin and tonic as the sun went down, and they got to the end, no problem.

         What is clear is that you don’t have to be an old salt to take part. Judging by the backgrounds of the participants in the race, complete novices seem to be able to handle it almost as well as seasoned mariners. Maybe the Atlantic, the place that gives us liner-sinking icebergs, perfect storms and the Bermuda Triangle, can be managed by an overweight, Mummy’s boy, ex-office worker like me.

         Except there’s no point in getting too enthusiastic. Putting together an international rowing campaign isn’t exactly practical for someone who doesn’t have a job, or money, and is living with their mother and driving their sister’s car. It would probably help if you knew how to row as well, had spent some time in the open ocean, and weighed less than a tenth of a tonne.

         But wouldn’t it be cool? And what about the girls? I do a search on the internet and find that the next race is less than two years away, starting in October 2003.

         This strange emerging desire needs to be squashed quickly. I need to get hold of this Rob Hamill and find out the true story behind the hype. The real story. That the race really is excruciatingly long and boring. How he had to bankrupt himself, how the picture for the front cover had been airbrushed, how his butt was never the same again, that sort of thing. Then I can put a line through explorer on my list and move on to astronaut.
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         Mum walks past.

         ‘Kevin, what are you reading?’

         ‘The Naked Rower.’ 
         

         ‘Why are you reading that?’

         ‘Because I’m thinking of rowing across the ocean.’

         ‘Oh Kevin, that’s your most ridiculous idea yet! You’re not a rower!’
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         The email to Rob Hamill is tricky to write. I don’t want to come across like a gushing groupie. I don’t know much about him. Only that he is the kind of sport celebrity who does game shows on TV, and every so often appears with a baby in the Woman’s Weekly. He probably gets thousands of these emails. He’ll probably be too busy eating possum brains on some Battle of the Champions show to respond.
         

         
            Rob

            I have just finished reading The Naked Rower and couldn’t put it down. In some ways I am in a position similar to your own at the start of the book. At 32, and having just left a corporate job I am incredibly motivated to take on a challenge like the trans-Atlantic race.
            

            I see that the next race is going to be held next year. I’m thinking of putting together a challenge but I don’t have a rowing or particularly marine background and would like to know a little more about what I would be getting into! Could we spend an hour discussing the type of effort required to mount a credible challenge, ie budget requirements, time commitments, training etc?


            Thanks very much!

            Kevin Biggar

         

         Well, how about that. He does respond. He even suggests that we meet, at the BP service station in Newmarket of all places. There must be fifty cafes in Newmarket, and he wants to meet in a petrol station? Maybe he’s worried about the paparazzi.

         I get to the service station early and wait at the cafe area. I’m not quite sure what to expect. He’s meant to be quite tall, isn’t he? Or am I getting him mixed up with Rob Waddell, the Olympic sculler? When he comes in he’s smaller than I expected, and has fewer shoes. Are you allowed to go barefoot in petrol stations? He doesn’t seem like a big star or athlete. In fact he looks a lot like everyone else, just shorter.

         ‘Can I get you something?’ he offers. ‘They do fantastic pies here — have you tried the Thai chicken?’ He buys two pies and comes back to the table.

         ‘So, what can I do for you?’

         ‘Umm, well, like I said in the email, I’m thinking of taking part in the next trans-Atlantic rowing race, but I have a lot of doubts about whether or not I can do it and whether it will be worthwhile, and I’d rather know now than after I’ve wasted two years working towards it. In fact, I would be quite happy if you could just tell me now that it’s not a very good idea.’

         ‘I think it’s a great idea,’ he says. ‘If you really want to, and you’re passionate about it, then you should definitely give it a crack.’

         Well, he would say that, wouldn’t he? I decide to try another tack. ‘Okay, so what’s the hardest part?’

         ‘Getting to the start line. That’s 90% of the race. Getting sponsorship … and getting a boat built … it just takes forever. There’s a thousand and one things you have to plan and coordinate. Then all you have to do is row your guts out.’

         ‘OK, great. What are some of the worst parts of the race?’

         ‘You mean how your bum takes a beating?’

         I nod vigorously. Now he’s getting it!

         ‘Yeah, it is awful, but it soon comes right again after the race. Maybe you’re worried about your hands getting cut up?’

         ‘Yup!’

         ‘That gets sorted out in training. We didn’t have too many problems.’


         Bugger. OK, let me try again.

         ‘How about the fact that I don’t have any international rowing experience like you did, so no one’s going to sponsor me? How about the fact that it’s going to be really expensive, and I’ll spend the rest of my life paying off the debt?’

         ‘Yep, that might happen.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘Tell you what — how about the chance of death?’ ‘Exactly!’

         ‘Well, that’s got to interest you.’

         I’ll be damned. It does.

         ‘Next time you’re down in Hamilton give me a call and I’ll show you the boat.’

         I walk out feeling strangely nauseous. It’s not the pie. It’s the thought that just maybe I could do this. Or maybe it’s the thought that I won’t.

      






    
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR
            
 
            Dealing with the doubts

         
 
         The nightmares start almost immediately. I am lying in the back cabin of a rowboat when I somehow perceive a house-sized wave rearing, whitecapped, out of the darkness. It’s so big it’s blocking out the stars. Then it tumbles onto the boat and I wake up gasping for air.
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         I need to speak to some more people about this rowing thing. Apparently Rob had been going to do the race again in 2001, but he had broken his hand or something just before the start and couldn’t do it. So maybe he had forgotten how painful the race was.
 
         With Rob’s help I get hold of one of the rowers who won the 2001 race — Steve Westlake, a policeman. I arrange to meet him at Vivace, an Italian restaurant on High Street in the city. I thought he was going to come in his police blues. He didn’t, but when a tall, solidly built guy with bulging forearms, calloused hands and red-mirror Ray-Bans walks in I figure it must be him.
         
 
         When our food arrives I start with the most important question.
 
         ‘So what’s the hardest part?’
 
         ‘Getting to the start line. That’s 90% of the race.’
 
         ‘Where did it hurt the most?’
 
         ‘Your backside — the fat burns off the bum until you are left rocking on just the sciatic nerve.’
 
         ‘That sounds painful.’
 
         ‘Agonising,’ he says matter-of-factly, tucking into his risotto. ‘But you can’t eliminate all pain.’
 
         Apparently they had problems with boils and rashes too. This is better. Now we are warming up.
 
         ‘How’s the sleep deprivation?’
 
         ‘It’s not that bad. You’re still sleeping six times a day for about one and a half hours. There aren’t really any bad effects. I still had my fingernails and hair growing.’
 
         ‘How about the boredom?’
 
         He smiles. ‘It wasn’t a problem. I guess there isn’t a lot up top to get bored. You get a bit philosophical, look out at the waves, think about things, see a fish jumping. That kind of thing.’
 
         Steve mentions that in the last race their seats had not worked well. They had used foam-topped seats, and in the latter stages of the race they had been forced to give up sleep while they whittled away at the foam, trying to alleviate the pressure points and compensate for the changing shape of their backsides over the course of the race.
 
         The training also sounded brutal. According to Steve, most days he would get up very early to row for at least 20 km, which would take about three hours. Then he would have a short nap and go to work. Steve comes from a strong rowing background — he has done quite a bit of surf-boat rowing, he was a reserve for the Olympics in 2000, and when I meet him he is training for the 2004 Olympics. Man, this guy is a machine.
 
         It’s clear Steve spent an enormous amount of time preparing for the Atlantic race — sourcing the right equipment, doing the physical preparation, getting the right nutrition. He and his rowing partner consulted a nutritionist called Rachel Brown who he rated very highly. They were burning up between 9000 and 12,000 calories a day, and obviously needed a very special diet. For the six months leading up to the race they ate the same food that they would have on the boat.
         
 
         During the race, Steve says, persistence is vital — he’s convinced that one of the keys to their speed advantage was that they kept rowing when bad weather caused everyone else to stop. He reckons that if the weather is right it should be possible to beat the record by ten days! But near the end of their race they had struck some bad headwinds — he says they were stuck thirteen days out from the finish for four days.
 
         Steve suggests that if I want to take part in the next race I should talk to the Australian crew who came second in 2001. One of them might be keen to be involved again, and they had a pretty good boat. As for Steve, he’s going to focus on the upcoming Olympic trials.
 
         I ask him — purely hypothetically, because I certainly haven’t made any decisions — if I were to try to put together a campaign, would he be available to help out? He says yes, but with three provisos. First, he wouldn’t want to get involved in the time-intensive jobs like finishing the boat; second, he would like to be paid for his time; and third, Rob Hamill isn’t to be involved. On this last point he is very clear.
 
         ‘If you have anything to do with Rob Hamill, then I will have nothing to do with you,’ he says firmly.
 
         OK, sounds like they aren’t getting on.
 
         Time’s up. I pay for the meal and we walk out to the street, where I shake Steve’s hand enthusiastically. ‘It’s not every day you met a real sporting hero,’ I gush.
 
         But I walk away feeling disheartened. I wanted a cold dose of reality and that’s exactly what I got. Now I feel like a complete fraud for even thinking about taking part in the next race. I simply don’t have the right sporting background. Compared with Steve Westlake I am a frigging powder-puff. When he asked me what sporting events I had been in I’d love to have been able to say, ‘Oh, I just defended my title at the Northern Territories Crocodile-Wrestling Competition, and last year I was runner-up at the Grizzly Bear Tossing Nationals in Alaska.’
 
         And where would I fit training in with all my singing and dancing lessons? Oh sure, Steve Westlake might be able to row an ocean, but can he do a left-handed swizzle with shoulder drop while holding an A above middle C? He might be all right on the deck of the Telecom Challenge, but what’s he like on the deck of HMS Pinafore?
         
 
          
         And that stuff about what happens to your bum! Ouch! And that sleep deprivation! I just can’t see how sleeping for only one and a half hours at a time can be sustainable. I know I asked him what he enjoyed about the race, but I forgot to listen to the answer. I was still thinking about those oozing saltwater boils.
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         I decide to talk to Steph Brown. She and Jude Ellis had crewed the other boat in the New Zealand challenge last year, and had finished in 50 days, coming a very creditable fourth and beating 30 men’s crews. She is also Steve’s fiancée.
 
         A few days later, I knock on the door of a flat in Orakei. It’s Steve who answers the door. He introduces me to Steph, who has a ruddy, cheerful face, and is as bubbly as Steve is reserved. Originally from the north of England, she came to New Zealand for its outdoor lifestyle, and was working as a drug rep for a pharmaceutical company when she decided to take part in the rowing race.
 
         I chat with Steph while Steve does his own thing on the couch. We talk about her experience of the race, and all goes well until Rob Hamill is mentioned. At that point her eyes flash and her face darkens. She looks me straight in the eye as she repeats the words Steve had used a few days earlier: ‘If you have anything to do with Rob Hamill, we will have nothing to do with you.’
 
         Then the storm passes and the smiles are back again. They both come down the stairs to wave me goodbye.
 
         As I drive away all I can think about is that strange statement that stopped just short of being a threat. It was such an odd thing to say. How would my having anything to do with Rob Hamill affect them? Why are they trying to isolate the guy? I need to find out.
 
         So I go to the library to look for any articles about the last trans-Atlantic rowing race. There are plenty.
 
         As I scroll through the internet websites and the microfiche machine my eyes widen. Punch-ups! Allegations of cheating! Mutiny! I had no idea what drama I missed out on while I was overseas.
 
         
         
 
         
            Rob Hamill goes for two in a row
 
            28 July 2001
 
            
                   

            
 
            After winning the inaugural trans-Atlantic rowing race, Rob Hamill just can’t help sticking his oar in again, as ROBIN BAILEY writes.
 
            
                   

            
 
            Why are you doing it again? That’s the question Rob Hamill has been asked dozens of times since he announced his campaign to defend his title in the Atlantic Rowing Race 2001.
 
            His answer is simple: ‘It’s a race. We set the record in 1997 and we want to win it for Phil Stubbs.’
 
            Hamill is referring to the first 2900 nautical mile (5000km) race from Tenerife in the Canary Islands to Barbados that he and Stubbs won by almost eight days.
 
            Hamill and Stubbs had planned a two-boat challenge for 2001. Then, in December 1998, Stubbs died in a plane crash at Karekare Beach.
 
            Phil’s prospective partner for the race is sports all-rounder Steve Westlake, aged 30, who subsequently joined Hamill for the title defence.
 
            This time things are different. They have secured naming rights sponsorship from Telecom and a second-tier commitment from TV3, which will be their host broadcaster. Then come those who are on board for the first campaign, including Mainfreight and the Lion Foundation.
 
            Now aged 37, Hamill admits he is almost too old for what is billed as the ultimate test of strength and human endurance. In his book, The Naked Rower, he described the challenges he and Stubbs faced: storms with mountainous seas, physical and psychological exhaustion, sunburn, headaches, hallucinations, blistered hands, feet and buttocks and sleep deprivation. It’s the sleep deprivation that worries him most.
 
            ‘Last time we were not aware of what we were letting ourselves in for. This time I know exactly what it will be like and I have been doing a course of self-hypnosis, a form of relaxation therapy that helps you relax even if sleep is impossible.’
 
            Hamill believes the first week of the race is the toughest.
 
             
 
             
            Consequently, he and Westlake have embarked on a series of two-and three-day rows between now and the time the contingent heads for the start line at Los Gigantes marina in Tenerife on October 7. They are determined to be as well-prepared as is possible to ensure a successful defence.
 
            
                   

            
 
            — New Zealand Herald
            

         
 
         
            Gallantry injury dims hope for Hamill 
            
 
            September 28 2001
 
            
                   

            
 
            Kiwi rowing hero Rob Hamill’s hopes of completing a unique double have been dashed by his breaking his right hand saving a woman from a bashing.
 
            Hamill won the 1997 Trans-Atlantic Rowing Challenge with the late Phil Stubbs.
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