
Nicola Coles was born in 1972 in Auckland. She attended 
Whangarei Girls’ High School, boarding at the school’s 
Lupton House in 1987 and 1988 while her family lived  
in Ruwai.

Compared with other professional rowers, Nicola started 
rowing late in life. When she was at school, Nicola 
didn’t even know the sport of rowing existed. After she 
had finished university, she was keen to try something 
different and meet new people. She spent a lot of time on 
the rowing machine at the gym, so moving on to the lake 
was a natural progression. She joined the North Shore 
Rowing Club in 1994 and in 1998 she made the elite 
squad in the New Zealand Rowing team. Nicola started 
her international rowing career in the women’s eight, but 
her first international medal was in the coxless four at the 
Munich World Rowing Cup in 2001.

John White, a volunteer coach at the West End Rowing 
Club, paired Nicola with Juliette Haigh in the coxless pair 
in 2003. The pairing proved successful – they made their 
Olympic debut in 2004, competing in the coxless pair 
at the Athens Olympic Games. It was an unforgettable 

Nicola Coles
New Zealand Olympic Ambassador

Discipline:

Rowing
Specialist event:

Coxless pair

Quick facts

Favourite food: Mum’s tomato soup, chocolate, coffee

Favourite movie: A Room with a View

Favourite music: Rock

Childhood hero: Zola Budd

Most rewarding moment in sport: Qualifying for the 
2004 Olympic Games at the ‘Regatta of Death’

Talents other than sport: Sewing

Biggest injury: Rib stress fracture

Biggest sacrifice: While there were things I may have 
missed out on in the pursuit of my sporting goals, nothing 
really felt like a ‘sacrifice’.

Job outside sport: Mother

Other fun facts: My dream day would involve no kids 
(although I love them dearly!), good coffee, chocolate 
cake and unlimited time on Pinterest. :)
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experience for both of them. Not only was it their first 
Olympic Games, but they also fell out of their boat in 
their heat after one of their oars ‘caught the crab’ (a 
rowing error where an oar catches the water badly). They 
quickly got back in and completed the race so that they 
wouldn’t get disqualified. In true Olympian style, they 
bounced back and came sixth in the final.

In 2005, Nicola and Juliette continued to make a splash 
on the rowing scene, winning the women’s coxless pair 
event at the 2005 World Rowing Championships in Gifu, 
Japan. Nicola and Juliette were one of four New Zealand 
teams to win Gold at these championships. All four 
finals took place within one hour, making it one of New 
Zealand’s most successful hours in rowing. That same 
year, Nicola and Juliette were ‘Team of the Year’ finalists 
at the Halberg Awards, which recognise outstanding 
achievements by New Zealand athletes.

The pair went on to come second at the 2006 World 
Championships in Eton, Great Britain. In 2007, 
they came first at the World Rowing Cup. As world 
champions, Nicola and Juliette qualified for their  
second Olympic Games together, the 2008 Beijing 
Olympic Games.

A few weeks before the Beijing Olympic Games, Nicola 
experienced an episode of atrial fibrillation (irregular and 
rapid heartbeat) after a morning training session. She 
was determined to keep training for the Games, but the 
medications she needed to take were banned in Olympic 
competition. She managed to control the condition by 
taking magnesium and fish oil supplements. Luckily, her 
symptoms disappeared once she arrived in Beijing, and 
she came fifth in the coxless pair with Juliette.

Following the Beijing Olympic Games, Nicola announced 
her retirement from rowing, at age 36. By then, she had 
rowed for the New Zealand team for more than 11 years.

I’ve had an amazing rowing career really and 
for me, now is the right time to call it a day…  
I hope very much to stay involved in the sport, 
however, and have a passion for both the 
development of the sport domestically and for 
coaching young people and passing on some 
of the things I have learned over the years. 
(Nicola Coles, 9 September 2008,  
http://www.stuff.co.nz/sport/619975/Olympic-rower-to-hang-up-her-oar)

Nicola is based in Christchurch where she works as a 
part-time rowing coach. She has coached at Waikato 
Diocesan School for Girls in Hamilton and St Peter’s 
School in Cambridge. Nicola’s other passion is fashion 
design, so when she’s not busy coaching and being 
a mother, she works as a self-employed dressmaker. 
In 2013, Nicola was named a New Zealand Olympic 
Ambassador by the New Zealand Olympic Committee. 
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Career
highlights

2008 Beijing Olympic Games – Coxless pair (Fifth)

2008 Poznań World Cup – Coxless pair (Second)

2007 Lucerne World Cup – Coxless pair (First)

2006 Eton World Championships  
– Coxless pair (Second)

2005 Gifu World Championships  
– Coxless pair (First)

2005 Lucerne World Cup – Coxless pair (First)

2005 Munich World Cup – Coxless pair (First)

2004 Athens – Coxless pair (Sixth)

2001 Munich World Cup – Coxless four (Second)

Links
Nicola Coles’ Olympic Museum profile:
http://imuseum.olympic.org.nz/museum/athlete/profile/460

www.olympic.org.nznzolympics

@nzolympicsNZ Olympic Team

Follow the NZ Olympic Team here:

http://www.stuff.co.nz/sport/619975/Olympic-rower-to-hang-up-her-oar
http://imuseum.olympic.org.nz/museum/athlete/profile/460
http://imuseum.olympic.org.nz/museum/athlete/profile/460
http://www.olympic.org.nz/
http://instagram.com/nzolympics
https://twitter.com/nzolympics
https://www.facebook.com/nzolympicteam
http://www.olympic.org.nz/
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All Olympic rowing races take place over a 
2,000m course. There are six lanes in each race, 
and the first boat across the finish line wins.

Rowing is the only Olympic sport where 
competitors cross the finish line backwards.

The course
Men’s rowing has been part of 
the Olympic Summer Games 
since 1900 (it was cancelled 
in 1896 due to bad weather). 
Women’s events have been part 
of the programme since 1976.

Rowing
Official Olympic Sport

At the Olympic Games, each country is 
allowed to have only one boat for each rowing 
event. This can mean selections are strongly 
contested, such as during the trial series raced 
between Rob Waddell and Mahe Drysdale  
in 2008.

There are lots of things for rowers to be aware 
of in their races. Some important ones are:

• getting a good start (a false start results  
 in disqualification)
• staying in their lane (crossing into another  
 lane results in disqualification)
• working as a team to get the most distance  
 out of every stroke
• saving just enough energy to push to  
 the finish.

Important points

There are two styles of rowing in Olympic competitions.
• Sweep rowers use a single oar on one side only.  
 They compete in crews of two, four or eight people,   
 with equal numbers of oars on each side of the boat.  
  
 Coxed or coxless crews are all sweep rowers. The   
 coxswain is a person who steers the boat, but   
 doesn’t row. In coxless boats, the boat is steered by   
 one of the crew, normally using their feet.
• Scullers row with two oars. They compete as singles   
 or in crews of two people (called double scull) or four  
 people (quad scull). 

Sculls are slower than other categories of racing 
boat, so scullers are known as the strongest and 
toughest rowers. Single sculls are also often  
used in training for team events to improve  
rowers’ techniques.

The basics
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Olympic events

Men Women
• Men’s single sculls
• Men’s coxless pair
• Men’s double sculls
• Men’s coxless four 
• Men’s lightweight double sculls
• Men’s lightweight coxless four
• Men’s quadruple sculls
• Men’s coxed eight

• Women’s single sculls
• Women’s coxless pair
• Women’s double sculls
• Women’s lightweight double sculls
• Women’s quadruple sculls
• Women’s coxed eight

(at the London 2012 Olympic Games)
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