Fear of Trying:
Conquer your mind and you'll quash your queasiness

By: Lee Green

TWO SUMMERS ago, while running on a trail in an Idaho river canyon, I encountered about thirty Boy Scouts who had paused during a raft trip to take turns jumping from a bridge. By the time l arrived, only one boy remained on the wooden structure. He stood on a narrow ledge beyond the railing, staring solemnly at the water thirty-five feet below, trying to find the courage to step off. The taunts of the other boys, full of adolescent bluster and bravado, drifted up from the riverbank. 
     I slowed down, wandered onto the bridge, and took a look over the edge. “This is stupid,” the boy said softly to me. He refused to look away from the water. “I don’t even know why I came up here.” The jeers down below continued. 

     “I’m sure you'll be fine if you jump,” I offered. “But if you ask me, I’d say it would take more guts not to jump like the rest. What’s so great about leaping off a bridge anyway?”

     The boy stood there, immured in his torment, as some of his companions launched their rafts and began drifting down river. Finally abjectly, he climbed back over the railing and walked off the bridge. 

     On a different day, a different river, I was the one afraid to jump. Not from a bridge, but a cliff. Not as a Boy Scout, but a grown man. Fortunately, I was in the company of sensitive adults rather than puerile boys. I jumped, but only because doing so seemed infinitely safer than attempting the treacherous climb down.

   Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid jumped, too, but even they were not fearless.

 Fear visits all of us occasionally, more so during our sporting diversions

 than at other times. 
      The risk that induces fear is the very allure of some sports. There is a group in England called the Oxford Dangerous Sports Club that thrives on fear. Its members enjoy leaping with abandon from high bridges with bungee cords tied around their waists, the object being to see how close they can come to the earth without making contact. The trick is to know just how much the bungee will stretch. It's not a large club! 

     Jumping off a bridge, with or without bungee, requires but one seemingly bold stride. But more conventional risk sports—alpine climbing, say, or hang-gliding, or downhill skiing—demand physical and mental dexterity that can be seriously impaired by fear of injury or of 

making a mistake. 
Other anxieties, such as fear 

of losing, of humiliation, and 

winning, can sabotage performance 

in any sport. Unaccountable 

fears plague even highly 

accomplished athletes.  
   Former Wimbledon champion Arthur Ashe frequently became so paranoid prior to a match 

that he would ask him self, “What if I go through the whole match and can't return a single serve?” Outfielder Jim Eisenreich, who played briefly for the American League’s Minnesota Twins, may at age twenty-six be finished as a major leaguer because he can’t play well before large crowds, so hampered is he by a nervous disorder and a related facial tic. Pitcher Kevin Saucier abandoned his career with the Detroit Tigers a couple of years ago not because of an injury but because he inexplicably lost control of his fastball and continually feared he might seriously injure an opposing batter.

     But fear isn’t always villainous. When it smolders instead of burns it can sometimes turn out to be downright companionable. In their well-known book Inner Skiing, coauthors Timothy Gallwey and Bob Kriegel discuss the emotion’s two manifestations:

“One heightens our perceptions and gives us added energy to perform beyond our normal capacities, where as the other distorts our perceptions, tending to paralyze us and decrease

 our competence.

 “The question is not whether you're frightened or not, but whether 

you or the fear is in control,”
says  Herbert Fensterheim, a clinical psychologist and professor at Cornell University Medical College who often deals with patients’ fears, phobias, and anxieties. 

“If you say, 

‘I won’t be frightened,’ and then you experience fear,
most likely you’ll succumb to it, because you're paying attention to it,” he adds. “

The correct thing to tell yourself is:
‘If I do get frightened, I will 

stay in command.’
     Talking or thinking about staying in command is one thing, but standing on top of a ski run that looks like Niagara Falls in ice lock is quite another matter. An athlete stays in command if he feels confident, feels confident if he feels competent, and feels competent if he is experienced. This may at first seem to be a textbook catch-22, but there are in fact ways of engendering confidence without taking undue risks.

     One of the most fundamental methods is to be assiduous in preparation. Sports psychologist Bruce Ogilvie has conducted extensive studies of Grand Prix race drivers, parachutists, aerobatic pilots, and other risk takers and has discovered over time that they increase their sense of control by diligently planning. “They are extremely cautious people,” he says. “An extraordinary amount of intelligence goes into preparing for their activities. They have analyzed every factor that can operate against them.”

     Another way to nurture confidence and minimize fear is to get acquainted with your sport in gentle increments, especially if it’s a high-risk activity. The advantages of progressing slowly  might seem obvious, yet people still jump in over their heads and have a traumatic experience because of it. Or they allow themselves to be drawn into situations for which they are unprepared. Advises Ogilvie, “Move progressively so you are always operating out of that stable sense of ‘I can do’.”

     No matter how conservatively you proceed, though, there will always be moments of truth. Essentially, these moments are what sport is all about. Since we can’t always choose when they will occur, we have to be prepared. (Paul Kraaijvanger, New England Champion and All-American, experienced this his senior year!  We learned that any time is the right time as opposed to waiting for ‘the  best time' or ‘the right time’.)

     “Sometimes I’ll push my limits a bit and back myself into a corner, and then I might be scared for a few seconds,” says hang-glider pilot Tom Truax.

“But if you are super cautious

 all the time, it’s almost more dangerous, because you’re never 
pushing yourself and becoming proficient enough

 to handle a tougher situation when it comes up.”
      It is as though there were an  organic law that somehow requires us, as in muscle building, to lift more than we can comfortably handle if we are to see progress. “Good judgment comes from experience", Truax says, “and experience comes from exercising poor judgment.”

“Those are the times when, more than ever, we need to stay in command.”
When we sense that we are not in control, we too often become tense and rattled and unable to perform to our capabilities. We may tell ourselves to relax, but we might as well be repeatedly telling our selves to fly; the order is almost useless unless we know how. One common way of relaxing under pressure is to take a breath or two (not deep hyperventilation, but something to that effect), a technique most athletes learn early in their careers. Each year, as summer  turns to fall, it’s a common sight to see sluggers such as Reggie Jackson or Eddie Murray take a few extra seconds stepping out of the batter’s box to play mind games with opposing pitchers, as well as with themselves. The chests pump up, the cheeks puff out. The batters step back into the box, intent and more relaxed.

     A different recommended technique is to flex a set of muscles for a few seconds and then suddenly relax them. Though the mind generally controls muscle tension, studies repeatedly have shown that the mind-body connection is a two-way conduit. 
Relaxed muscles quiet the anxious mind.
Thomas Tutko and most other sports psychologists recommend girding for fear-inducing situations by practicing mental rehearsal, or “imagery.”

 Indeed, a relaxed mind 

quiets jittery muscles. 
Using this technique of visualization, you can ski the mogul field without leaving the comfort and safety of your own head. It’s a wonderful way to avoid lift lines. Tutko explains further in his book Sports Psyching: “Psychologists have found that a good way to desensitize ourselves to an emotional situation is to create it in our minds over and over again in detail until we are able to imagine it without the emotion. If you can live through the emotion-provoking situation time after time in your imagination, when you come to the situation in real life your ability to handle it will be vastly improved.” 
The objective here is not to 

eliminate the fear, but to 

reduce it to a manageable 

level so that you 

can cope with it. 
Tutko’s book describes the various techniques in detail, as does Fensterheim’s Stop Running Scared.
     Mental discipline is the great antidote to fear's seamier side because fear subverts by diversion. It worms its way into our thoughts when we can least afford to be distracted from the task at hand. That’s why coaches like to call time out before an opponent attempts a game-winning field goal or goes to the foul line for a crucial fourth-quarter free throw. They are, in short, buying time for fear.

     Nearly all of us have at one time or another been in a climbing, hiking, skiing, or ice-skating situation where we can’t seem to shake the thought of falling.  The thought itself is destructive.

The more you mentally rehearse it, the higher the probability that it’s going to occur. 
As tennis expert and psychologist Vic Braden puts it, 
“If you begin to anticipate the worst, you usually 

will get the worst.”
 Sports psychologists can’t seem to emphasize enough the importance of: 
concentrating on the present rather

 than on what has happened in 

the past, what may happen in the 

future, or the very real fact that 

you are frightened.
 “Accept the fact that the fear is there,”
 Fensterheim stresses.

“Avoid fighting it. Rather

 focus your attention on what

 it is you're going to do next.”
That sounds simple enough, but few athletes are able to do it. We let our thoughts flit like leaves in the wind, resurrecting the lousy drive we hit off the last tee, forgetting to keep a tight grip while volleying at the net in tennis fretting what our friends will think when they learn we were on the lake for two full days and couldn't get up on one ski, worrying about how far behind we are falling in the score.

     Tutko recommends taming the undisciplined mind with psychological exercises that involve concentration on an object - a tennis ball, for instance - to the exclusion of all else. With surprisingly little practice in private, improved concentration becomes possible during sports activity. 
The focused mind indeed 

can lessen fears and anxieties 

instead of exacerbating them.
     I experienced this principle in action just over two years ago, while rock climbing for the first time. Under the supervision of instructors at the Denver-based Colorado Outward Bound School (don’t try this at home, folks), I scaled a sixty-foot vertical wall with hesitation but only moderate fear, even though I have always had an aversion to heights. I quickly became so intent on finding footing and accessible handholds that my mind pushed everything else into the background. Repeating the climb blindfolded—certainly not my idea—I was amazed to find that my fear was diminished even further. Deprived of its normal visual input, my mind intensified its absorption in the physical mechanics. It was a convincing demonstration. Not that I was tempted to take up serious climbing, understand, but should I ever have the misfortune of finding myself before a firing squad, I won't hesitate. I'm going for the blindfold.

     Unfortunately, fear in sports is a non-issue for many weekend or amateur athletes because they circumvent the emotion at all costs. We all do this to some extent, rejecting an activity because it is too risky, or confining ourselves to sports we are accustomed to, or choosing the easier team or league instead of the tougher one because we would rather star than struggle. But those who exile themselves to their comfort zone are, in the end, cheating themselves. Gallwey and Kriegel hit the hub of the matter in Inner Skiing: 

“If we never accept challenges, we are left in the dark about 

all but the most 

superficial resources.”
     There is, after all, great nourishment to be found in taking risks and confronting fear. The trick is to know how far the bungee will stretch.
