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Kevin Sauer, University of Virginia’s head women’s crew coach for over 22 years, was 
selected to coach the U.S. Women’s double sculls of Ellen Tomek and Meghan O’Leary at 
the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil. Last winter, he kindly accepted our 
invitation to be interviewed about his Olympic experience. We caught him for breakfast a 
few days before he left with the UVA women’s crew for winter break training in Florida.

As Sauer enters his 23rd season as the head coach of the varsity Virginia rowing 
program in 2017-18, he has led the Cavaliers to 11 top-four finishes in his career and 10 
top-six finishes in the last 11 years at the NCAA Championships.

Cavalier boats have been crowned national champions nine times, including five times 
in the Varsity Four (2004, 2005, 2007, 2010 and 2015) and three times in the Second 
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Varsity Eight (1998, 1999 and 2005). Sauer’s program hit another high in 2012 as the UVA Varsity Eight won the NCAA title for the first 
time and clinched the team title in the process.

The Cavaliers’ top crew, the Varsity Eight,  had a stellar record under Sauer, going 44-20 in 2017, 56-6 in 2016, 55-8 in 2015, 32-9 in 
2014 and 54-5 in 2013. Overall, the V8 is 939-208 (.819 winning percentage) in the Sauer era.

Under Sauer’s tutelage, 39 student-athletes have earned 53 CRCA All-America citations and he has had 81 All-ACC selections. Virginia 
has had multiple All-Americans 17 years in a row and had at least one member on the first team 19 consecutive seasons. Additionally, 17 
Virginia rowers were named to the ACC’s 50th Anniversary Rowing Team. In 2006, a league-high 16 Cavaliers were named to the inaugural 
Academic All-ACC Team.

The Cavaliers have also excelled in the ACC under Sauer, winning 17 of the 18 ACC regat-
tas to be held, including the last eight years. Virginia has won 68 of the 75 events to be held 
at ACC regattas, had 14 crews be named ACC Crew of the Year and Sauer himself has been 
honored as the ACC Coach of the Year 11 times.

Sauer came to Charlottesville in the fall of 1988, when he was hired as the Virginia Rowing 
Club’s second full-time professional coach. He oversaw the direction of both the men’s and women’s 
club teams until the women’s team was upgraded to varsity status and began competition in the 
fall of 1995. Both teams thrived under Sauer, including the women’s Varsity Four winning the 
club national championship in 1995.

Once at varsity level, it did not take long for Sauer to build Virginia into a national power-
house. The Cavaliers finished fourth at the inaugural NCAA regatta in 1997 and have finished 
as the runner-up on three occasions (1999, 2005 and 2007). Virginia is one of just seven schools 

to claim the NCAA Championship (Brown, California, Harvard, Ohio State, Stanford and Washington are the others) and one of four schools 
to compete in at least 17 NCAA Women’s Rowing Championships. 

In addition to NCAA success, the Cavaliers’ Varsity Eight has been the top collegiate crew in the Championship Eights at the Head of the 
Charles four of the past six years and was the top overall crew at the 2012 regatta.

Sauer has helped coached several USRowing teams, including four times as the head coach of the US Under-23 National Team. Sauer 
mentored the U.S. men’s squad at the 2015 World Under-23 Championships. Under the guidance of Sauer at the national level, the American 
quad won gold at the 2007 World U-23 Championships, while Kelsie Chaudoin was in the American eight that captured gold in 2008. UVA 
standout Jennifer Cromwell was in the 2- in that same squad in 2007 and won gold with the eight in 2010.

Also in the summer of 2008, former UVA rowers tasted the ultimate success as Lindsay Shoop (Class of 2004) and Melanie Kok (Class of 
2007) earned medals at the Olympics in Beijing, China. Shoop won gold with the U.S. women’s eight, while Kok was a bronze medalist with 
the Canadian lightweight double.

Overall at Virginia, Sauer has coached 19 rowers that have competed at the World Championships and eight Olympians, including one at 
each of the last four Olympiads.

Before coaching at Virginia, Sauer served two stints as head coach at Purdue, from 1979 to 1982 and from 1986 to 1987. Under his 
direction, Purdue crews won the 1981-82 Midwest Championship and placed third in the 1986 Dad Vail. From 1983 to 1985, Sauer served 
as freshman coach at Yale, where his crews posted a 22-5 record.

A native of Indianapolis, Indians, Sauer received his bachelor’s degree in marketing and finance from Purdue in 1976 and was a member 
of the U.S. National Rowing Team in 1975 and 1977. While at Purdue, he rowed for the United States in the 1975 Pan American Games. 



He also competed in the 1977 World Rowing Championships.

Sauer continued his involvement in international competition as the rowing, canoe and kayak course contractor for the 1984 Olympics, 
the 1987 Pan American Games, the 1990 Goodwill Games and the 1996 Olympics. He also coached the U.S. Rowing Development Camp in 
1997 and served as a technical advisor for U.S. Rowing during the 1988 Olympic year before coming to Charlottesville that fall.

From 1997-2000, Sauer was a member of the High Performance Committee for U.S. Rowing, which makes plans for the coaching, selec-
tion and training of the national and Olympic rowing teams. In 2001, he was elected to serve as the South representative for the Collegiate 
Rowing Coaches Association, a position he held until 2008.

Sauer and his wife, Barb, reside in Charlottesville. The Sauers have two children, Nick and Kelly, who also live in Charlottesville. Nick 
and wife, Lindsay, have two sons, Kevin and Nate, while Kelly and husband, Mark, have a daughter Colbie. Coach Sauer is the only one in 
the fanmily that does not have a University of Virginia degree.

How did you come to be an Olympic coach?

 It’s not that complicated or unexpected. Meghan O’Leary attended the Uni-
versity of Virginia (2003 - 2008). She had played volleyball but was switching to 
softball. I had seen her around campus. She was a six-foot-tall woman who liked 
to run and was considering switching sports. In high school she was the top female 
athlete in the country, the winner of the Wendy’s High School Heisman. From 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana, Meghan was also a Jefferson Scholar. She came to play 
volleyball at UVA. I talked to her when she wanted to switch out of volleyball, and 
I encouraged her to make rowing her sport. I thought even then she could be an 
Olympian. She was six feet tall, 165 pounds, smart, and tough. But she had played 
softball in high school, so she knew that sport—and not rowing—and decided to 
go with softball. 

She graduated (M.Ed., 2008) and went to work for ESPNU, which is head-
quartered in Charlotte, North Carolina. In 2010 she called me. They were filming 
the San Diego Crew Classic for a later broadcast, and we would be racing there. I 
worked with her on that program, putting a microphone on the UVA coxswain. 
We won. It was a home run for us and for her with ESPNU.

That summer of 2010 she called again and told me she had started to row 
at Riverfront Recapture in Connecticut. She had done so well at ESPNU they 
moved her to the ESPN headquarters in Bristol, Connecticut.  She was 25 years 
old. She rowed a single a couple of times, and the masters group was all over her. 
They had to do a 6K erg baseline, and she asked me for advice. I told her to start 
with a 2:15 and then see what happened.  She ended up with a 23:40-something 
time for the piece, and at the end had a 1:55 or 1:57 average split. This was her 
first 6K erg test, and she did really well.  She said that she started at 2:15 for the 
first couple of strokes, but then quickly went down and in the last 500 meters she 
was doing 1:50 –1:51.

Brian Tryon, who rowed at Purdue as I had, was there with his wife in Con-
necticut. They took Meghan under their wing and fast-tracked her. That summer 
of 2010 she went to Canadian Henley with some other UVA rowers that she had 
met, and they did well. In 2011, she was training and still working full time at 

There is a surreal nature to [being at the 

Olympics].  It’s almost like an out-of-body 

experience.  Others who have been there talk 

about it like that.  You feel that way if you have 

never been there before.  You think, 

“I shouldn’t be here.”  You take a deep breath 

because you are feeling, “What am I doing 

here? I am just a hick from Indiana.” 

That would hit me every once in a while.



ESPN. She rowed again in the Canadian Henley, in a quad and a double with UVA rowers, and they won both races. At that point, she 
decided to go part-time with ESPN. She came to Charlottesville during the fall of 2011 to train.  Ellen Tomek was here some of that 
time as well.

 
In November 2011, she went to the national team selection camp and rocked the 6K erg. She then got torched in the single. She 

was fumbling, but she had not rowed a single much. Tom Terhaar (U.S. Rowing head women’s coach) invited her to come to the Princ-
eton US Rowing training facility at the Shea Rowing Center, and to train full time. She called me and asked me what she should do 
because she was planning on moving to Charlottesville to train. I said, ‘What? Are you kidding? Go to Princeton!’

  
Tom selected her for the Olympic camp in 2012. She had only been rowing for a year and a half. She didn’t make that Olympic 

team, but in 2013 she connected with Ellen Tomek (Michigan, 2006). Meghan and Ellen then went to the World Championships in 
2013 (7th) and 2014 (6th).

 
At the 2015 World Cup in Varese, Italy, they finished 2nd and then were 11th at the World Championships. They qualified the 

boat for the Olympics but were not satisfied with their finish so they wanted to change coaches. They were at the U.S. Rowing’s Okla-
homa training site at that point. They talked to me about moving to Charlottesville. I thought about it, and I talked with my wife. I 
decided it wasn’t fair to them and to my UVA team. So they started working with Sarah Trowbridge, who had rowed in the U.S. 2012 
Olympic double. Sarah is married to Bryan Volpenhein, the head of U.S. Rowing men’s program. Sarah had also been coaching at Yale. 
Sarah did a great job with Meagan and Ellen. They won the Olympic trials for the women’s double. Sarah then became pregnant and 
was due at the end of July 2016. Zika! Sarah couldn’t go to Rio. I heard about Sarah’s pregnancy from Brett Gorman, (UVA Women’s 
associate head coach, who had been in the gold medal Women’s Eight in the 2006 and 2007 World Championships). The next day 
Meghan called me. So, I had been expecting it.

 
I knew Sarah. She worked with me at the Under 23 men’s team selection camp that was here in the summer of 2015, and I had 

known her from other national camps.
 
In June of 2016, the three of them came here for a week, and I later went to Princeton.
 
What were the challenges taking over coaching them?

 They had been wounded in 2015, and then Sarah had done a fantastic job getting them back on track.
 
They were comfortable and set in their new ways after eleven months with Sarah. No matter the degree to which you are on the 

same page with another coach, there are always some differences. They didn’t need big changes, and I wanted to honor what Sarah had 
done. I wanted to keep going with the positive things. The task was finding out how to communicate with them in an effective way. 

What were their typical workouts in the period before the Olympics? 

We had some standard workouts like 10 to 12 pieces of 40 seconds on/20 seconds off at overspeed and then long-distance work 
coupled with the 2k broken down into 500s, 750s, 1000s, 1250s.

What were some specific examples of ways you learned to communicate effectively with them? 

From Sarah I learned how they learned and how to communicate with them. They had changed their technique so much that it was 
a good idea to keep any changes very small so there was not a re-tooling. Also, they processed things very thoroughly so I had to take 
that into account.

 
What was Rio like?

The water conditions were terrible. Everybody knew going in that it was volatile.
 
Let me give you an example. I worked with Gevvie Stone’s (2016 U.S. Olympic women’s single) quad in 2007. I had given them 



a drill in which you feather normally with one hand and row on the square 
with the other hand. Then you switch hands. It is obviously very awkward: 
row on the feather with one hand, row on the square with the other for a few 
strokes each side before switching. It mimics the constant off balance nature 
of rough water and crosswinds. Gevvie’s quad later rowed in Scotland in 
rough water, and they went from 6th to 1st place in the U23 World Cham-
pionship final. Gevvie called the drill the “Kevin Sauer drill.” She said that 
during her Rio semifinal heat, when her boat almost sank, she kept reminding 
herself about the “Kevin Sauer drill.

 
After Gevvie won the silver medal in Rio, her father, Greg, came up to 

me. He had been a bronze medalist in the single, and her mother had also 
been a World Championship medalist in the double. He thanked me. He said 
I was part of her Rio Olympic silver medal. That was unexpected—and obvi-
ously pleasing.

 
Kevin described another drill he uses to build skills for rough 

water rowing.  He tells the rowers to imagine a grapefruit on the 
surface of the water underneath their blade.  “Release over the 
grapefruit and not cut through it, like you would with the usual 
calm water feather.”  He then demonstrated this at the table.  
The interviewers received great coaching at breakfast, one of 
the advantages of sharing a meal with Kevin Sauer.

 
When we first got to Rio, the first order of business was checking out the 

boat. It’s like renting golf clubs.  You show up at a tournament and don’t have 
your regular golf clubs. No matter how good the rentals are, you know they 
are not the same. Empacher is the vendor for U.S. rowing, and they sent over 
boats from the U.S. European fleet that is kept there. Empacher had maybe 
60-70% of the boats raced in Rio.

 
Ellen Tomek had rowed in the 2008 Olympics. Meghan had never been to the Olympics. Mentally, they both needed to be pre-

pared and on the same page. I told them the Olympics is not the most important thing in their lives. Even though it’s all they have 
been doing, and at the moment it is their whole life, I asked them to think about who were the most important people in their lives: 
nieces, nephews, mom, dad, sisters, brothers? They could see that those people are more important. Once you are released from that 
sense that the Olympics is the most important thing, you will do better. You can take a deep breath, and then you can actually go out 
and slam it. It really releases you to do what you are capable of.

 
Their first heat was lousy. They did a great job in the rep. In the semi, they went from 5th to 3rd. They knocked out the New Zea-

land boat that had been two-time defending world champions, and they nipped them by inches.  
 
Unfortunately, the final was in rough water, and they came in 6th and last. At the end, they said that it was a bad way to go out, 

and I assumed that they were retiring from the sport. This fall, they were back in Charlottesville for three days, and they are now plan-
ning on training for Tokyo and the 2020 Olympics!  

 
What was the general Rio experience like? 

I was there eighteen days total. I was the last rowing coach named, so I was not in the Olympic Village. That had its challenges. You 
were not on the bus with the athletes, and you were not with them in the evenings. I stayed at the hotel with the U.S. rowing staff and 
the men’s pairs coach Kris Korzeniowski. It was three miles away from the course. 

The water conditions were terrible.  Everybody 

knew going in that it was volatile.... 

Mentally, they both needed to be prepared and 

on the same page.  I told them the Olympics is 
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Did you go to the opening ceremony, attend other events 
or see much of Rio? 

No, but I did have a chance to go up and see the Christ the Redeemer 
statue.

 
Across from the rowing course was a private club. It was a square city 

block with concrete walls around it.  The U.S. Olympic Committee had 
rented it. It was where the Dream Team—the US Olympic basketball 
team—water polo, seven-person rugby, gymnastics, and volleyball prac-
ticed. It is also where there were ergs to for just the U.S. team. The ergs 
at the race site were always very busy. We could do warm ups and warm 
downs at the club when we wanted. The PT and massage therapists also 
set up shop at the club. And there was a USOC nutritionist who provided 
snacks and lunch every day.

 
What kind of expectations did you have?

 Really none. You know who the happiest people in the world are? The 
Danish. They have low expectations.  I was not in the village. My thought 
was I am here to do my job and to try to roll with it. I had never been to an 
Olympics before. I had missed three Olympics as an athlete so I was going 
to make the best of it no matter what.

 
What observations did you have of the other boats?

 I was there to coach, but I was also was there to learn. Watching the Kiwi (New Zealand) men’s pair was interesting. They have 
not lost a race in five years.

They row an even split. If they are in 5th place at 500 meters, it doesn’t matter because they simply don’t slow down. In an 
eight, you have nine heads and personalities to deal with. In a pair, there are just two, so you can strategize, and you can be confi-
dent that you don’t care if you are in 5th place at 500 meters. Hamish Bond is going to take a year off and cycle. He just beat some 
Tour de France riders in a time trial in New Zealand! He is probably one of the best cyclists in New Zealand. He just beat the New 
Zealand rider who had been in the Tour de France at the Tour of Southland. He is six foot three and was 193 pounds. He is now 
down to 175 pounds for cycling. 

Won’t that hurt him as a rower?

 No, he will learn a lot from cycling. Rob Waddell was in the single in 2000; he then became a grinder in the America’s Cup 
sailing. He went from 225 to 260 and then had a comeback for the 2008 Olympics where he lost the weight. Bond will gain the 
weight back he needs for rowing.

 Another part of learning was watching how other boats handled the rough conditions. Italy’s Abbagnale brothers Giuseppe 
and Carmine, who won multiple Olympic and World Championship golds in the coxed pair during the 1980s and 90s, trained 
daily in the rough waters of the Bay of Naples. 

 
It was also enjoyable to watch the women’s eight. I had coached many of them, some more than others:  coxswain Katelin 

Snyder, Elle Logan (2008 & 2012 Olympic gold medalist), Meghan Musnicki (2012 Olympic gold medalist), Amanda Polk, and 
Emily Regan.

 

Kevin Sauer shares a proud moment with Mahe 

Drysdale, who won gold for New Zealand in the 

men’s single sculls in a close finish in Rio 2016.



Why do you think Tom Terhaar (Head Women’s coach for U.S. Rowing and coach of the eight and pair) has 
been so successful?

 He has the best farm system. It’s now a machine. There’s a lot of volume. He also creates an atmosphere in the boathouse where 
everyone is competing every single day. So he goes to the line with the most horsepower.

 
Our new assistant coach Kristine O’Brien (who just missed making the Olympic 4x) was three years on the senior squad and said 

the competition and volume of work is incredible.
 
Why was he also coaching the women’s pair?

 If he believes the eight can win without the pair then the pair rows only that race. Sometimes those in the pair also double up into 
the eight. 

Does the eight row a set strategy?  They looked too far behind in the early part of the race to win?

 (Kevin smiled.) Every other team knows that their only chance to beat the Americans is to give everything they have from the be-
ginning of the race. The USA 8 just grinds and rows people down; they have that kind of horsepower and confidence. The women that 
were cut from the Olympic eight went to Henley; they won by five lengths over the boat in the final that was the Great Britain cuts. It 
was a very nice thing for U.S. Rowing to do for them. Commentators at Henley said that the U.S. cuts’ crew could have medaled at the 
Olympics.

 
How does Tom Terhaar select his eight?

He uses the ergometer a lot for selection and then looks for combinations. He does a lot of time trials, not seat racing, and you get 
to the point of: This is the stern four. Who is going to be in the bow four? This is three and four seat. Okay who is going to be the bow 
pair?

 
What was the overall Olympic experience like?

There is a surreal nature to it. It’s almost like an out-of-body experience. Others who have been there talk about it like that. You feel 
that way if you have never been there before. You think, “I shouldn’t be here.” You take a deep breath because you are feeling, “What 
am I doing here? I am just a hick from Indiana.” That would hit me every once in a while.

 
When we made it into the final, I received a text from Tom Terhaar that said, “Piece of cake. Way to go.”  I think the semi final was 

over at 9:20 a.m. I received that text from him at 9:21. I got a lot of texts and emails. You knew that people were watching, and that 
was a great feeling.  

If you were asked to coach an Olympic crew again, would you do it? 

Of course, as long as I cleared it with Barb!

Did you learn anything from your Olympic coaching experience that you’re applying back here at home with 
your UVA crews?

My Olympic coaching experience probably just reinforced the fact that the most important part of everything is the process—take 
care of the process every day and enjoy the journey as you strive for excellence.


