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In loving memory of Fetema,
the Lord of making the most of every moment.





INTRODUCTION


THE BOLT EFFECT


IN THE MIDDLE of an event at the 2009 World Championships in Athletics, a buzz goes through the Olympic Stadium in Berlin. There he is. Usain St. Leo Bolt has strolled into view as if he were on a Jamaican beach looking for a place to put his stuff. He is holding his running shoes by their laces; they dangle by his side. He looks at the crowd, in which many people have foam arms strapped to their shoulders that point to the sky – Bolt’s trademark move after winning a race.


Common sense tells us we shouldn’t expect much of him in this post-Olympics season. Bolt has been doing many interviews since the two gold medals in Beijing ‘changed his life’,1 going to even more dancehall parties, and he got into a car crash that cost him weeks of training. But with Bolt you never know: the unwritten rules of how to achieve peak performance do not seem to apply to him.


For one thing, at 1.96 metres, he towers over his competitors. Before Bolt came along, the leading theory was that sprinters should be small and muscular, like the Canadian Ben Johnson, because tall guys can’t produce enough power to overcome the drag of a big body. One researcher found that all world champion sprinters were between 1.68 and 1.91 metres tall, reinforcing the notion that ‘a very tall stature may be disadvantageous for sprinters’.2


That hypothesis went out the window when Bolt started winning the world’s biggest events. Experts scramble to explain how someone with such a physical disadvantage has become the fastest man in human history. Some point to his diet – his father attributes his wins to ‘yam power’ – and his muscle make-up to explain how he developed a top speed of 44 kilometres an hour with that tall body. Others argue that it is Bolt’s height that gives him that 3-metre advantage over his competitors at the finish line, and that maybe sprinters should not be short and muscular.


Another convention Bolt challenges – and the reason why I’d driven from Amsterdam to Berlin to see him – is his approach to important events. In the moments before the television cameras find him, he seems to be the most relaxed person in the stadium, as if he is not aware of the hype around the World Championships, and his race in particular. Despite Bolt’s suboptimal preparation, all the talk has been about how he is going to do something special in Berlin, how he is going to challenge a world record or two.


If anything, Bolt has been feeding these expectations by comparing his upcoming race to the one won by Jesse Owens in this very stadium. Nazi Germany staged the Olympics here in 1936 to show the world the superiority of the Aryan race, only to see their certainty shattered by the black American athlete. In front of Adolf Hitler, Owens won four gold medals. Bolt has promised to pay tribute to Owens. ‘It’s going to be big, because Jesse Owens made history here,’ Bolt has said. ‘I’m going to come here and try to do the same, try to make great things happen.’3


Bolt’s casual stroll to the starting line, joking with the crowd as he does so, is a stark contrast with sprinting tradition. Before Bolt, sprints involved eight angry athletes lining up for something they didn’t seem to enjoy. To focus unapologetically on their race, the sprinters would put on their grumpy game face to scare off potential distractions such as the crowd, competitors and especially the cameras. Commentators would describe them as ‘determined’, ‘focused’ and ‘ready’, whereas a smiling athlete was clearly too happy to be there and should not be taken seriously. Even when a sprinter like Ben Johnson won, he looked as if he hadn’t yet satisfied a desire to kill a litter of puppies.


In Berlin, Bolt searches for the cameras so he can make more moves and pull more faces for the crowd. Minutes before the Queen Event, he is smiling into a television camera, doing his hair and imitating a jet taking off. The commentator states what most people in the stadium are thinking: ‘It’s hard to believe Usain Bolt is as relaxed as he is.’ Some criticise these antics as ‘showboating’ and ‘disrespectful’. Others argue that Bolt would run faster if he’d just focus on running. And they may have a point. At the Beijing Olympics the previous year, his celebrations near the finish of the 9.69-second final, his shoelace coming undone in that race and his diet of a thousand McNuggets were all unlikely contributors to his dazzling speed.


Yet, when it comes to the final moments before a race, many competitors now follow Bolt’s example. In Berlin, in the minutes before Bolt shatters his own world record, the athletes who are introduced to the crowd before and after Bolt are waving and smiling. Some are saying a few words to the camera; one has peeled his race number off his leg and put it over his mouth. The transformation from eight angry men to eight jokers is complete, illustrating how race preparation has changed from needing to focus before the decisive act, to needing to relax. The finalists try to enjoy the moment; any sprinter who isn’t smiling shows he is too nervous and can be written off for a medal.
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Something similar has happened with penalties in soccer. Geir Jordet, who has spent a lot of his career studying penalties, found that players who looked away from the goalkeeper (for example, by turning their back while walking from the ball to where they would begin their run-up) had a smaller chance of scoring than players who did not show avoidance behaviour.4 Since Jordet and a colleague published these results in 2008, they’ve noticed a clear change in players’ run-ups. In the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, more than 30 per cent of penalty-takers looked away from the goalie, but this fell to 23 per cent in the 2000s, 5 per cent in the 2010s and 1 per cent (so far) in the 2020s.


Now that’s research impact! Perhaps, but Jordet thinks there is another, likelier explanation for this effect:




One reason may simply be that some high-profile, respected and successful players have started to behave in certain way[s] and others have copied. For example, in the mid 2000s, Cristiano Ronaldo broke through and set new standards in many aspects of the game, including his extremely determined and deliberate preshot penalty routine, which involved a very dominant, confident-looking, backwards walk, with his gaze assertively directed forward towards the goalkeeper. Maybe it’s all on Ronaldo.5





In the same era when Bolt showed that one needs to relax before excelling under pressure, Ronaldo showed the opposite: a stare oozing with confidence and focus would do the job for an important penalty or free kick. His routine has been explained and copied in numerous online videos, and there are even more videos of his avatar scoring penalties and free kicks in video games, such as those of the now-discontinued FIFA series. These video games have perfected Ronaldo’s run-up, including his deep sigh and trademark sidestep, showing the Ronaldos of the future how one prepares for a career-defining kick.


When it comes to performing under pressure, we often look at elite athletes. After all, they regularly find themselves in high-stakes situations. Every weekend provides us with another pool of narratives about the most exciting moments of a sports game or event. These narratives follow a delicious recipe for storytellers: a struggle, followed by enormous success, or downfall. There are lessons in these character-defining stories, about what happens if one gets too nervous, too cocky, too afraid, if one doesn’t care enough, or if one shies away from the competition.


Thanks to the many available sports metaphors, we can apply these lessons directly to our daily work: we follow the game plan, roll with the punches, touch base with colleagues, are in it for the long run, and want to cover all the bases. Sports terminology can be used to direct our thinking, especially when it comes to performing in difficult situations. Think of a winner’s mentality, clutch performances, cracking or thriving under pressure, getting into the flow, dropping the ball, shifting up a gear, raising the bar, stepping up to the plate or rising to the occasion.


In exhaustive articles, elite athletes teach us further lessons. They tell us how self-confidence provides a buffer for the stress of an occasion, or that a winner’s mentality is essential to thrive under pressure. Others have found explanations for their ability to excel in the dying seconds of a contest in their rough childhood, high confidence levels, or their Australian or German win-at-all-costs mentality. They teach us that we have to boost our confidence, that we need to stay cool and think about our performance, that we should be obsessed with winning.


There is a catch with these lessons, though. In other articles – sometimes even in the same article – the opposite can be argued. We may learn that we should not think about our performance, because being too self-aware or too focused on what we are doing will make us choke. Or that those with inflated confidence are those most likely to crack under pressure, because they are too intent on preserving their self-esteem. We can be told that thinking about winning, let alone being obsessed with it, is completely out of the question. Rather, you should not focus on the result of a contest because you cannot control the outcome. Instead, focus on your performance!


In Nerves of Steel, I take inspiration from Bolt and adopt a more relaxed approach to performing under pressure, in the process challenging some leading ideas. In Chapter 1, I describe famous chokes and how the athletes concerned have been slammed in media reports for lacking character or the will to win. This lack of empathy for people who are underperforming is the first cognitive bias logjam to get past to improve under pressure. By focusing on an athlete’s apparent lack of character, important information is missed about the circumstances that contributed to the choke.


In Chapter 2, the performances of athletes who have excelled under pressure are dissected. How do these clutch performers channel the stress of an important moment to perform at the highest level? Leading explanations – from a winner’s mentality to the self-belief needed to thrive at the supreme moment, embodied by legends including Matildas goalkeeper Mackenzie Arnold, golfer Tiger Woods, footballers Cristiano Ronaldo and Lionel Messi, and basketballers LeBron James and Michael Jordan – start to falter when one looks at the statistics. A complex interaction of expectations and cognitive biases by fans, teammates and coaches can make it look like these athletes excel when it matters most, but (spoiler alert) they don’t.


The first two chapters highlight how, when thinking about moments of great pressure, easy explanations and fixes are deceiving. In Chapter 3, I ask how elite athletes avoid these shortcuts and stay sane when the pressure builds. It turns out that some learn from the writings of ancient philosophers, while others go to a sports psychiatrist to understand how they have largely fabricated the emotions of big moments. Stoic gymnast Simone Biles teaches us deceptively simple lessons about how to focus on the things you can control when everything starts to fall apart.


In Chapter 4, these lessons are applied to the mother of all biases when it comes to stress. This bias hides in sentences like ‘stress affects key centres of the brain’ and ‘the tension is eating her on the inside’. The language used by many scientists (including the man who invented ‘stress’), psychologists and influencers to describe stress is based on a fundamental reasoning error, one that nudges us towards solutions like medication, training to get ‘into the flow’, meditation, or whatever else the multimillion-dollar anti-stress industry wants to sell us. These one-size-fits-all solutions for stress are seldom useful. In fact, they often distract from what really makes someone perform better under pressure – facing the difficulties of important moments in training.


Finally, in Chapter 5, the coaches of elite athletes like Maria Sharapova, professional golfers, and the national men’s and women’s teams of various countries, along with pilots, police officers, comedians and even snipers in the military, show how they first carefully analyse what it is that makes important moments difficult, and how they then embed these difficulties in their training. Because they know that getting better in moments of high pressure does not require a heroic story about an exceptional character. Nor do they want someone to boost their self-belief with cheap compliments. They know that we get better when it matters most by making use of a mechanism deeply rooted in all humans: the ability to deal with adversity.





CHAPTER 1


HOW CHOKERS LOSE THEIR MINDS


A COUNTRY THAT HAS produced two of the most significant chokes in the history of the Winter Olympics is a country that perhaps shouldn’t compete in them to start with. The Netherlands, the country I grew up in, lacks the snow and mountains and (nowadays) rarely has the ice on which to practise most winter sports. Yet it ranks tenth in the medal count for all Winter Olympics, well above countries with significantly more cold days and peaks, including Finland, Italy and France. Those medals have boosted the idea of the Dutch being clever, inventive people. They hold to the belief that they are outsmarting other countries and Mother Nature with their boerenverstand (common sense) and nuchterheid (matter-of-fact attitude). To illustrate this, when the whole world went into lockdowns during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Netherlands Government announced an ‘intelligent lockdown’. This was much like any other country’s lockdown except that, as it was stressed, the Dutch had thought deep and hard about it.


Considering how much the Dutch value their common sense, you can imagine how baffled sports enthusiasts were when, on the same day, two of the country’s athletes messed up their chances of winning a medal at the 2010 Vancouver Winter Olympics in the dumbest ways possible. One athlete was heading towards a certain gold medal in the ‘Dutch sport’ of speed skating but got confused when he had to change lanes and was disqualified. And the bobsleigh effort, which was on course for the Netherlands’ first ever Olympic medal in that sport, failed because the driver was too afraid to go down the track.


Not only did these athletes seem to have lost their levelheadedness, but little nuchterheid was present in the Dutch media reports on this day. The events of 23 February 2010 were described as ‘Black Tuesday’, after the Wall Street Crash of October 1929 that led to the Great Depression. It didn’t take long for the flaws in the personalities and characters of the protagonists in this disaster to be dissected. But, as per a recurrent theme in this book, these explanations are missing the point of performing under pressure. Furthermore, as discussed in this chapter, so much of the advice proffered by well-known experts around how to deal with such big moments is useless.


What caused the Dutch Winter Olympians to, respectively, make a beginner’s mistake and shy away from something they had done many times before? Let’s go back to the morning of Black Tuesday.


Sven’s Disastrous Ten


The story of the speed skater who did not change lanes starts and ends with his coach, Gerard Kemkers. Despite Sven Kramer’s dominance in the discipline – he had not been beaten for years over 10 kilometres – the coach and his athlete did not take the gold medal at Vancouver for granted. Kemkers and Kramer were known to prepare meticulously and leave as little as possible to chance – the chef de mission of the Dutch Olympics athletes, Henk Gemser, described Kemkers as ‘a total control freak in everything’. They had trained according to complicated schedules, made big sacrifices in their personal lives, and simulated the race in their heads numerous times.


Kemkers had an important role to play during this race. His athlete would start in the last heat and would know the exact time to beat for a gold medal. South Korean Lee Seung-hoon had the fastest time so far, and during the race Kemkers could tell Kramer how his time measured up to Lee’s. Kemkers later explained, ‘It’s a coaching distance. He needs information.’1


Kemkers positioned himself on the side of the track, holding papers with the race schedules and a whiteboard with which to communicate to Kramer. For the first time, he was also using a radio system to communicate with colleagues in the stands who would have a better overview of the oval track. He had thought of everything but himself.


Shortly after Kramer set off, Kemkers saw that he was skating the race of his life. Every time Kramer shot past him, the coach spurred his skater on with enthusiastic arm movements. When two-thirds of the race had been completed, Kramer’s lead over Lee was huge, the gold medal almost a certainty. Kemkers wanted to communicate this to Kramer and started writing on the whiteboard. When he eventually finished and looked up, Kramer had just exited a corner and was at the edge of the oval track. Later, Kemkers said, ‘I gave him the information. And he just keeps coming straight at me, as if he wants to take the outside lane.’ At the time, he just thought, ‘That’s wrong,’ because it looked like Kramer had come out of the outer lane, so he needed to take the inner lane.


Normally coaches don’t interfere with which lane a skater takes, but when Kemkers saw that Kramer’s opponent in the heat had himself moved to the outer lane, he panicked. ‘Thinking quickly, because everything goes very fast,’ he said later, ‘if [the opponent] switches from into outside, then Sven needs to switch from out-to inside. And that’s not what he was doing.’ So, when Kramer was only a few metres away, Kemkers pointed and yelled ‘Inside!’ Kramer zoomed past and, just before the next corner, he managed to switch lanes. ‘I remember thinking, “Neatly solved, Sven”,’ Kemkers said.


But when Kramer’s opponent also took the inner lane, Kemkers started to doubt his decision. He asked the other coaches what was going on and shouted the question into his radio. When Kramer completed another lap but it was his opponent’s name and time that were projected onto the track’s big screen, Kemkers realised he had made the biggest mistake of his career.


This is when the television cameras found him. As Kramer didn’t yet know that he had been disqualified, Kemkers decided he would coach the skater as if nothing was wrong. And so over five million people in the Netherlands – roughly a third of the population – witnessed Kemkers faking enthusiasm and continuing to tell Kramer that he was leading the race. But when he was out of Kramer’s sight, he fell into a heap for twenty seconds or so, only to pick himself up again to coach his skater for another lap. Only when Kramer glid across the finish line with his hands in the air, celebrating his victory, did Kemkers tell him what had happened.


Another 1.6 million Dutch viewers tuned in to see what all the commotion was about. They saw the fatal decision repeated ad nauseam, and they saw the interviews with Kemkers and Kramer. The pictures of the coach ruining his athlete’s chance of a gold medal would be broadcast on television shows worldwide.


The Lack-of-Character Story


In the days after the debacle, newspapers and blogs were filled with ‘the switch’. One international newspaper described Kramer as ‘stupid’, but in most other publications, coach Kemkers was held responsible for the drama. His limited eyesight and his intellect were the targets of many jokes. Manipulated images appeared online with Kemkers wearing sunglasses and holding a cane for blind people while coaching Kramer. In another image, he communicated to Kramer via his whiteboard: ‘Take the inside lane = FASTER!’


Journalists and analysts were trying to work out why Kemkers lost his level-headedness, his boerenverstand. The explanations focused on Kemkers’ limited capabilities and personality flaws, the most prominent being that he was too stressed to be a good coach. Henk Gemser, who had described Kemkers as ‘a total control freak’ said, ‘He would never have time for a cup of coffee, was always working on his computer. The way he is stuck in his work, that’s Gerard.’2


The details of what happened that morning on the ice oval were shaped into a story about a speed skater who was stupid in switching lanes incorrectly and a coach who cracked under pressure because he was a stress-head. If athletes can thrive under pressure because of their character (the topic of the next chapter), then those who tank or ‘bottle it’ in the big moments must lack something in their personalities. It is a consistent pattern after an athlete fails in a big moment that within minutes, pundits link the underperformance to a character flaw, which sets the stage for longer analyses in newspapers and blogs. For example, when US gymnast Simone Biles withdrew from several events at the Tokyo Olympics in mid-2021 (see Chapter 3), some pointed out that she was weak to use ‘mental health’ as the reason why she ‘failed’. For these talking heads, it was the nth time someone of Biles’s snowflake generation showed that they lacked the character to battle through.


Even when someone is the greatest of all time – like Biles – or when someone’s strong character has been hyped up in the media, storytellers can always find a personality flaw to make sense of a choke. One of the most bizarre such U-turns was used to try and make sense of the biggest choke on a golf course. When the Australian golfer Greg Norman broke onto the international golf stage by winning big tournaments, famous writers loved writing about the white-haired Crocodile Dundee look-alike. Pulitzer Prize winner Dave Anderson wrote: ‘To describe Norman as blond is almost an insult. His shaggy hair is more creamy white than yellow.’3 To paint the tough-man character of Norman, Anderson added: ‘But if the 26-year-old Australian must have a nickname, call him golf ’s Great White Shark. He not only lives on the coast near the world’s largest shark-breeding ground, but he also shoots sharks with a .303 modified Australian army rifle.’


In the 1996 Masters, held at the Augusta National Golf Club in Augusta, Georgia, Norman had a seemingly insurmountable lead in the biggest golf tournament of them all. Early in the final round, he was enjoying a six-stroke advantage over the Englishman Nick Faldo. But on the ninth hole, he hit the ball too short, and this error led him down a path of cramped-up strokes, balls landing in ponds and patches of pine needles, and missed putts he would normally make. By the eighteenth hole, Faldo had a four-stroke lead and went on to win the tournament. The scene after Faldo’s final shot was described by writer Malcolm Gladwell: ‘When it was all over, Faldo wrapped his arms around Norman. “I don’t know what to say – I just want to give you a hug,” he whispered, and then he said the only thing you can say to a choker: “I feel horrible about what happened. I’m so sorry.” With that, the two men began to cry.’4


How to make sense of this tough man who shot sharks for breakfast falling into a heap when the world was watching? Was he not so tough after all? Two days after the famous choke, an opinion piece in The New York Times made sense of it all: ‘Maybe the trouble with Greg Norman is that he still considers golf a game.’ This, because right after losing the tournament, Norman had downplayed the importance of his choke by saying: ‘It’s only a game.’5 So this became the flaw in his character that caused him to lose tournaments. Anderson smoothly suggested that Norman lacked the champion’s desire to win the major titles.


Norman is not the only athlete who apparently lacked the desire to win. For example, soccer players in the Dutch and English national teams who have lost several penalty shootouts have also been described as lacking a winner’s mentality, not wanting to win enough, or not being ‘real’ champions.


Finding explanations for underperformance in stories about someone’s life or personality is not limited to sports. The psychologist Eldar Shafir has researched the irrational decisions poor people make, such as paying for a television in instalments at too high a rate of interest. Shafir says that these people usually face the same reproach: ‘How can you be so stupid, short-sighted and impulsive to take a loan that costs you twice as much long-term?’ His experiments suggest the opposite, that the cause of these decisions is not a lack of character but the circumstances: ‘When you make well-educated, financially well-off students poor in time, they act exactly the same! The sense of scarcity causes tunnel vision and makes someone not consider the long-term consequences of their decisions.’6


The personal stories that journalists, writers and analysts fabricate to understand moments of pressure are meant primarily to entertain and comfort the spectator. People are suckers for personal stories, even though they don’t explain the underlying cause of the behaviour in question. Moreover, writes philosopher Rolf Dobelli, these stories put us on the wrong track: ‘Stories simplify and distort reality, and filter things that don’t fit.’7


This begs the question of what is missing in the stories about athletes’ lack of character.


Not Thinking Clearly


John Leach studies human survival in disasters, from the collapse of New York’s Twin Towers to shipwrecks. Like many journalists have done, he started by researching the personality traits that make some people behave in a logical, cool and collected manner during a disaster, while others seem to break down. After a few years, however, he gave up this approach, as there didn’t seem to be any personality traits that would consistently give someone a greater chance of survival in a life-threatening situation.


Regarding sports, researchers have also landed on the conclusion that resilience is not an innate personality characteristic, or a constellation of characteristics. People who demonstrate resilience in one area of their life do not necessarily show resilience in other areas; for example, an athlete can be resilient during a match but may choke in the post-match interview. Moreover, resilience has also been recognised as fluctuating over time. In other words, an athlete who shows resilience in one big moment does not necessarily show this resilience in the next big moment.8


Leach shifted his focus to how cognitive capacities deteriorate in such circumstances, discovering, for instance, that people’s visual fields narrow in highly stressful situations. From interviews with people who had survived disasters, Leach learnt that they seemed to have shut themselves off from their immediate environment. He tells of reports from sinking ferries, for example, of people fighting over a few life jackets, unaware of a bigger pile of jackets close by.9


Due to their limited thinking and vision in crises, people can act in the most irrational ways. Reports from aeroplane crashes reveal that people sometimes focus on things that are completely irrelevant. A member of the crew of a Boeing 737 whose engine caught fire later reflected: ‘Despite being advised to leave everything behind, many passengers insisted on retrieving their carry-on baggage. When confronted at the exits by cabin attendants, some passengers tried to return to their seats to stow their baggage in the overhead bins.’10 Similarly, on September 11, during the evacuation of the Twin Towers, which were at the point of collapse after the terrorist attack, some people changed their outfits or answered their phones before making their way out. Others went back to their desks to grab a handbag, a mobile phone or a minidisc player.


When the ferry Estonia tilted 30 degrees and was about to go under in the cold Baltic Sea in September 1994, some passengers harassed the staff of the onboard money exchange office to change their money. The effects of limited perception and thinking were clearly dramatic. One survivor noted that some ‘people were beyond reach and did not react when other passengers tried to guide them, not even when they used force or shouted at them’. These passengers froze in a way that limited their chances of survival – according to the official report of the catastrophe, some were ‘passive and stiff, despite reasonable possibilities for escaping’. Survivors remembered people who were ‘apathetic and bewildered’, ‘standing still apparently in shock’ and ‘some paralysed and exhausted passengers were standing on the staircase’. Others were sitting ‘perfectly still’ or ‘sitting in corners incapable of doing anything’.11


Leach’s statistics are as shocking as the survivors’ reports. Out of the 989 people on the ship, 852 died in the ice-cold water. Some of the passengers could not escape death because they were trapped in blocked passageways. But Leach concludes ‘there were others who did not make it because they simply didn’t do anything to save themselves’. Although some of the people on board attempted to establish an escape plan, Leach estimates that the vast majority of the passengers merely froze or ran around missing essential information.


It’s not just in such life-threatening situations but also in circumstances where there’s a more indirect threat to someone’s existence that researchers find rational thinking at a minimum. Experiments conducted by the economist Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir suggest that when people’s fears are triggered, they think less logically. When poor people were reminded of their money problems, they scored 13 points lower on an intelligence test than their previous score – the difference between average and superior intelligence. People worrying about the numbers of their bank account performed worse on the intelligence test than people who had spent a whole night without sleep.12


When worries about performance are triggered – for example, in front of a crowd – it becomes more difficult to think clearly, to reflect on behaviour and to set priorities. As the story of the Dutch ice-skating coach shows, it becomes more difficult to make a well-thought-out decision, such as whether or not to intervene in a lane switch. One can simply not allocate enough mental capacities to the task at hand.


But this is not the full story. With that dramatic lane switch, the Black Tuesday of the Vancouver Winter Olympics had only just begun. Another Dutch athlete was about to lose his boerenverstand, but this time the problem wasn’t limited cognitive capacity. On the contrary, the driver of the Dutch bobsleigh team had been thinking too much.


Not So Cool Runnings


A few hours after the debacle on the skating oval, Henk Gemser’s phone rang. It was Edwin van Calker, the driver of the Dutch bobsleigh team. After telling Gemser that he was too afraid to go down the track, Van Calker quit. And with that, the Dutch cool runnings project failed before it had even started.


Since a disappointing campaign at the previous Winter Olympic Games in Turin, Italy, sponsors had come on board to make a country short in mountains a serious competitor in bobsleighing. And with success, because in Vancouver, the Dutch team was going to really challenge the world’s best. As a reward for these efforts, Timothy Beck, a member of the bobsleigh team who was competing at the Olympics for the last time, had been given the honour of carrying the Dutch flag at the games’ opening ceremony. The distance he carried that flag would turn out to be the only metres he travelled in his orange kit.
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