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The Road to Rio, as written by Madison Hughes 
  
Less than a year to go till the Olympics; one year till the culmination of all the 
hard work our team has put in!  No rugby player has participated in the Olympics in 
92 years, and only the selection of rugby 7’s as the newest Olympic sport could 
result in such a transformation of the game worldwide.   !
I began playing rugby when I was 7 years old, and always dreamed of appearing on 
the world’s biggest stage. Little did I know then that the Olympics would ever 
feature rugby, let alone that I would Captain my country’s team into the ultimate 
tournament.  !
In 2013 I made my debut on the World Series for the USA, joining a team in the 
midst of transition. While we had bright spots, the team was stuck near the bottom 
of the standings. We fought off relegation but no one was happy with where we 
were as a team.  !
At the end of the season, several of us discussed our position. We had dreams. We 
dreamed of the Olympics. We dreamed of competing for cups and being among the 
top teams in the world. But we knew that our current path wouldn’t see us 
achieving any of these dreams. As players we had to improve. !
That offseason everything changed. Mike Friday, one of the most well respected 
minds in the 7’s world became our coach. Instantly our expectations were 
catapulted upwards. He told us from our very first meeting that the USA could no 
longer continue as mere participants. From now on, we would be contenders. The 
top teams in the world would learn to fear us and to dislike playing us. As players 
this was exactly what we wanted to hear. Mike Friday’s ambition matched our own. !
In order to turn his vision into a reality, assistant coach Chris Brown was tasked 
with pushing us to our very limits, and then pushing even further. In horrific 
sessions called ‘yakayards’ or ‘HOP’ (House of Pain), we gave absolutely everything 
in the pursuit of our dreams. Running until we couldn’t run any more, holding tires 
above our heads till you couldn’t remember what having shoulders felt like, and 
my personal nightmare, bear-crawling up and down the field until you couldn’t see 
the ground right in front of your eyes. !
Through all of this, we grew as a team. We grew to trust each other even when on 
the verge of giving up. We came to understand that alone we would accomplish 
nothing, but together, by harnessing our collective talents, anything was possible. !
And so our season began, and while we had bumps on the road, they served to 
remind us of how far we still had to go, and all the hard work it would take to get 
us there. We improved from tournament to tournament, beating teams and making 
deeper runs. Yet all year we failed to put together that one magical weekend.  !!!!



!
In Glasgow, only a month before Olympic Qualifiers we put in our worst performance of the season in losing to Canada.  !
Then only a week later in London, in our last outing before qualifiers, the team finally hit its stride. The parts all came together, perfectly in sync. It was 
as if we were all reading from the same script, we knew exactly what each teammate would do. Winning the London 7’s, the first time a U.S. team had 
ever won a World Series tournament, reinforced and affirmed all that we had been doing. It gave us supreme confidence heading into the NACRA 7’s, 
where an expected all-or-nothing matchup with Canada was awaiting us, with a winner take all berth in the Olympic Games as the prize for the victor. !
Those 20 minutes against Canada were some of the most nerve-wracking of my life. We jumped out to an early lead, but as the game drew on it became 
increasingly physical as the Canadians threw everything they had at us. Despite two yellow cards, a nightmare scenario, our defense held firm against 
waves of Canadian attacks. The indescribable feelings of euphoria, relief, and excitement at the final whistle sent the whole team racing together in 
jubilation. We celebrated together, as it was this unity that had carried us all year. !
Prior to the first tournament of the year, Mike Friday had asked me to captain the team, despite being the youngest player, and among the most 
inexperienced. This incredible privilege, being captain of my country, was not something I anticipated. I looked up to so many of the experienced guys on 
the team, people who’d supported me and helped with my introduction to international rugby. Surely one of them could do the role better than me? !
However, as the team grew so did I, and I developed a clearer sense of how we could best maximize our abilities as a group. Through trying to remain 
true to my natural style and allowing everyone to have a voice, I worked with my teammates to develop a clarity of purpose that ensured that everyone 
remained on track to fulfill the ambitions of the team.  !
My senior year at Dartmouth College was an added challenge, as I attempted to combine the responsibilities of captaining the USA on the world stage 
with completing my degree. My studies have always been vitally important to me and I was committed to gaining my degree. While there were moments 
where I wasn’t sure I could do it, I am proud to have completed my studies and earned my degree.   Now, I have turned my full and undivided attention 
to leading Team USA to the medals podium in Rio next summer! 
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