Rock ’n’ Roll, Baby!
The moment before the start.
Questions, thoughts, emotions.

At the start
sometimes
I feel like an
animal. Only
at the finish
do I become a
human being
again.
Lara Gut, ski racer,
Switzerland

In practice you go for it and try to give it your best
performance. You don’t think about it, you just do
it. Before the race you suddenly start to think about
what you can still change and make better. You think
that you need something different in the race than
usual. But that’s wrong.
For about an hour leading up to a race it can be
quite difficult. I can feel tired, I start to doubt. But
ten minutes before the start I have a final radio
conversation with my Dad. From this point on, my
focus changes and I enter race mode. I believe that
if you think too much at the start then you waste too
much energy. You have to be convinced of yourself.
Your head has to be in the right place to pass the
right information to your body. It’s hard work but
fascinating at the same time.
Before, I often laughed at the start and I was loud.
Today I know I can talk or be quiet – when I get out
of the gate everything comes by itself. For me, skiing
is something natural that comes from my body, my
innermost being. It is pure instinct.

At the start sometimes I feel
like an animal. Only at the finish do
I become a human being again.
Normally I’m not nervous. That’s not my thing.
Actually, I look forward to the races, but not in
the same way I might look forward to a holiday.
I am much more alert, more focused. I’m super
sensitive, ready for anything. When the adrenaline
comes, I know exactly what I want, what I can do,
what I need. It’s like an avalanche – you can’t slow
it down. It is pure energy. I don’t register what is
going through my head. Everything goes so fast.
Sure, I’ll do my routine: buckle up my skis, fasten my
ski boots … but I’m not thinking, I’m simply doing.
Finally when I catapult myself from the start house
everything just flows. I am a racer, this is what makes

me happy. I can’t ski tactically. That would mean
skiing rationally. But I can’t.

I don’t think, I ski.
Sounds from the outside do not bother me. I am
highly sensitive shortly before the race, and I hear
and feel everything more intensely, but it flows
through me. Nothing stays. Nothing knocks me off
focus. I hear it but I don’t register it. I feel the nerves
of the other competitors extremely clearly, both the
positive and the negative.
During the descent I often feel like I’m on an air
cushion. As soon as I cross the finish line this cloud
bursts. It’s like waking up; I come back to the world.
The adrenaline is gone and I’m a normal person
again.
If I’m not in the right place to show what I can do
then I feel sorry for myself. In the race I only show
a glimpse of everything I put in. Many do not know
how hard I train, they do not feel the inner struggles
and they do not know the doubts. They only see the
two minutes when I ski down the mountain. But
whatever happens at the end, whether good or bad:

This is me.
After the race my emotions are running high. At
the start it is instinct, pure adrenaline. The end is
emotion. This is almost more difficult to handle
because I can’t control it. But ultimately we live from
these emotions. They make us athletes strong.

For years I thought that if I managed to have total
control over my thoughts and feelings, I could
release them at the right moment and then give my
best performance. Eventually I realized that this is
impossible. I realized that I had won races even when
I was feeling terrible at the start. In other races, I
had been joking around a minute before the start and
also won. Since then I knew that what goes on at the
start is not decisive for the result.
Sure, if you think positively, you feel better. If you
think negatively, you feel worse. The only thing you
can’t do is tell yourself that you’re calm when you’re
upset. This is counterproductive. Instead, you have
learn to accept your emotions and say: Okay, I’m
feeling miserable, I don’t know how to master the
task at hand, I don’t have any plan in mind. What can
I now do to win this race?

This is the eternal fight at the
start.
If everything is going against you – the weather,
the snow conditions, your race number – then there
are many factors of uncertainty. You think about it
all the time: How can I still master this challenge?
These thoughts give you sleepless nights and much
restlessness. It is an exhausting process. Sometimes
you go to a race and you think: this is going to be
good, or this is going to be bad. It’s a kind of instinct.
This feeling can of course be totally wrong. But
sometimes you look back and you have to admit to
yourself that you felt so from the beginning.
I used to not be able to eat on race day. Often I had
sweaty hands and a bad stomach all day. Nowadays
I still notice a difference to how I normally am. But

basically now I am more relaxed, I can concentrate
my energy better and I don’t need a long mental
preparation time. This is essential when you ski
three disciplines, otherwise you’re totally spent
by mid-season. Of course this has to do with selfconfidence – I am much more aware of my strengths
today. When I’m nervous I try to consciously breathe
deeply. This gives me sure footing and calms me
down. Then I feel the contact to the ground, to the
snow – that is the most important thing to ski fast.

The problem is you cannot
practice this situation. In summer
you think ‘ah, I’m feeling great at
the start, I’ve overcome everything
now.’ And then you’ll be up there
in winter, when it’s serious stuff,
and your self-confidence is properly
tested again.
One minute before the start, my heart rate is around
150. You can imagine it: standing completely still
and your pulse is at 150! Your body knows exactly
what’s about to happen and it starts pumping
adrenaline. This is astounding. I get a really hot head
even at minus 30 degrees Celsius. My hot head is a
sign that I’m ready.

register anything else going on around me. The most
I notice is when the coaches say something over the
radio. Otherwise you’d have to nudge me to get my
attention.
In downhill skiing, the start is often at the top of
the mountain. When it’s all quiet and you’re inside
your bubble, it’s hard to imagine what’s going on at
the finish. But then, nearly two minutes later, you’ve
been catapulted there. Right in the middle of the
action, in the hustle and bustle, the party of fans, the
journalists and the media.

If you ski well, you don’t feel
tired. You feel as if you could go to
the start and ski down again. If it
goes badly, then you are physically
and mentally finished, drained.
It is said that when a women holds her child for the
first time, all the pain is forgotten. That’s a bit what
it’s like at the finish. No matter how much I had to
fight with my inner demons at the start, no matter
how much I was at my limits on the course, I forget it
all. It is extinguished by my emotions at the finish.

A few seconds before the start, my senses are
extremely sharpened. I am then alone with my
thoughts inside a bubble, thinking only of strategic
and technical matters that will affect the run. I don’t
think in full sentences anymore, just short phrases
and clues.
I think ‘outside ski’, ‘stay active’, ‘keep fighting, no
matter what happens’ and so on. Otherwise, I don’t

If you ski well, you
don’t feel tired. You
feel as if you could go
to the start and ski
down again.
Tina Weirather, ski racer, Liechtenstein

I say to
myself that
everything
is ok.
I’m a completely relaxed type of person and I don’t
really get nervous before a race. So the biggest
challenge at the start is to feel the right amount
of tension and be perfectly mentally prepared. It’s
important to have all your senses in tune for the
descent. In the big and difficult races, this normally
comes automatically. On other descents I sometimes
have to push myself to be nervous enough. I have
to be ready to give it full throttle, but at the same
time I can’t be mindless. The situation at the start is
therefore very complex.

Beat Feuz, ski racer, Switzerland

My aim is to clear my head as much as possible in
the last few minutes before the start. How do I
achieve this?

I influence my subconscious
mind by saying to myself that
everything is ok.
I tell myself that for the race today I can only give
full throttle, I can only give my all and nothing more.
This is precisely the danger of adrenaline – often you
will try out something new on the day of the race or
risk more than is necessary. But the race is basically
no different to a practice session. It’s nothing
special. At least I talk myself into believing this.
A few seconds before the start, I no longer register
what is happening behind me or whether people
are still talking. Only once I experienced a starting
judge talking with someone. That really annoyed
me and it was a situation I was not familiar with. It
completely knocked me off-kilter because normally
there is silence in the start house. My physiotherapist
realized this and signaled to the start judge. Then
there was quiet again.
In general, every athlete reacts differently at the
start. It’s very individual. For me, the tension
strongly depends on which race is about to begin.
In Kitzbühel or St. Moritz I feel differently than in
Val Gardena, for example, where this course also
begins with a curve but the technical challenge is not
comparable to Kitzbühel. On the Streif or “Free Fall”
in St. Moritz you have no time to think. You launch
from the start house and it gets going straight away.
It automatically wakes you up.

You have to be 100% with it.
I remember how they measured us a couple of years
ago during the practice in Kitzbühel. All the athletes
had a heart rate between 140 and 160 at the start,
even though we aren’t really moving in the last
three or four minutes before it gets underway. I was
more in the lower range with a pulse of 140. But six
seconds after I left the blocks my pulse had increased
to 180. Below, at the ‘traverse’, I had reached a heart
rate of 201! Neither in physical tests nor in other
types of sports have I ever reached a pulse of 200.
This was fascinating and to be honest I was quite
surprised by the result. So much for calmness (he
laughs).
Ultimately I like the atmosphere at the start. Among
us downhill skiers the mood is always good. We are

like a small family and we wish each other good luck.
Everybody knows the dangers and no one wants
anything bad to happen to someone else. Of course,
at the end only time counts and everyone wants to be
ahead. But at the start you hope that everything goes
well for the others.
At the finish, how I feel depends on the result. If I
can put in a good performance then I’m thrilled. In
the worst case I’m still fired up but concerned about

my mistakes. If it does not go well then it’s best to
leave me alone for a few hours. I have to reflect for
myself before I come back around. The adrenaline
has to die down and this takes a while.

Before a downhill ski I have to be absolutely, one
hundred percent focused. This uses up an enormous
amount of energy. Your emotions are also really

Don’t be too nervous, but not
too little. Don’t be too aggressive,
but not too little.

intense. I know I need to take risks if I want to win.

At the start, nobody says that much. Everyone knows
that the other needs his individual preparation.
Everyone knows that you can get seriously injured.
We’re all in the same boat. The mutual respect is

And I know that downhill skiing is dangerous. I can’t

This is hard work. A thousand thoughts start to flash

therefore great. We are not competing against each

shut that out and in fact I don’t want to. So I accept

before you. A thousand pictures, a thousand tiny

other. We’re competing against the course. You have to

how I feel and I work with it. But I can’t psyche myself

details. But I can’t allow it. I have to keep control

be by yourself. Otherwise it won’t work. As a result we

up too early otherwise I won’t have any power left

and find the right mental balance. This is when you

athletes get to know ourselves extremely well.

for the race. Therefore I wait until about ten minutes

are happy. You want to get going, to win. It’s a good

before the start.

feeling. You need some of these happiness hormones
and a bit of nervousness. For this the best preparation

Respect and nervousness are okay. But if you’re scared

comes in summer. When you have these three factors

then it’s dangerous. It is just as dangerous to feel

together then you’ve normally achieved the right

no nervousness. You have to find a state of mind

balance.

There is no room for showtime
at the start.
If everything goes well and your head is in the perfect
balance, then that is a really cool feeling. This doesn’t

somewhere in the middle. How do I do it? It is practice
and years of experience. I have been there for many

Outside of the ski-circus I’m quite a quiet person and

happen that often in normal life. If you know that you

years and have tackled it slowly, step by step. Suddenly

I don’t tend to lose my head so easily. In everyday life

have prepared yourself perfectly; if you know what you

you are 30 years old and you stand up there and you

my emotions have much more control over me. This is

have to do; if you have your nerves under control; when

know that you can control your thoughts so that

also good and important. But at the start of the race

the mixture is just right – then you are absolutely at

fear does not find its way into your head. That is very

I turn the tables and then I have the control. The only

peace. It’s like sitting alone in a wooden boat on a lake

important.

thing is that it’s obviously not that simple. It’s also not

and everything around you is quiet, completely still

the same for every race. If there is heavy snowfall two

and absolutely peaceful. Then everything is just right.

Actually, it’s a nice feeling to be alone for the final two

minutes before your start, then you know you have to

You can’t always control it, but when it happens, it’s

or three minutes before the race. When I put on my

take more of a risk to win. This is simply because you

such a beautiful experience.

skis in the start house and watch the last competitors

see less. The light is at a flatter angle. That makes

in front of me, then the real preparation starts for

everything more difficult. But this uncertainty is

me. It’s like I’m in a bubble where everything is under

what makes skiing cool, because all athletes react

control. As soon as I’m in the bubble nothing negative

differently to such unpredictable events.

comes in. I just visualize the course and control my
pulse and the tension in my body.

There is no
room for
showtime at
the start.
Kjetil Jansrud, ski racer,
Norway

A bow.
World Cup Final at St. Moritz, men and women’s downhill practice, March 2016. It is quiet on “Corviglia” at the top of
the mountain. Only a few people are gathered here, a committed family of athletes from different nations, service crew,
physiotherapists, starting judges. The gladiators are waiting for their appearance within just a few square meters. Here, where
everything is possible and hope is as big as an ocean tanker, some listen to music with small headphones, others are doing
push-ups, leg-squats or drawing hills and curves in the air with their hands, to go through the course once again. To do this, they
keep their eyes closed and rock their heads from side to side. If anyone speaks, they speak softly. Now and then a fleeting laugh,
innumerable skis on the snow. Every few minutes, a shout erupts from the start house when a skier is catapulted onto the slope,
cheered on by their assistants. In between, silence.
Perhaps the sky is dipped in blue ink and the wind rests. Perhaps the weather is harsh and you ask yourself: Can I still manage it
under the dark clouds? What if I fall? Do I trust myself? Will I achieve my goal today? Will I finally win? Will I write history?
Man is not made not to think. A thousand questions.
A thousand thoughts. A thousand emotions.
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