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Fear is a perfectly useful emotion if you’re being chased 
down the street by a snarling Doberman.  It triggers 
the release of adrenalin, pumps blood away from non-

essential tasks like digestion, and narrows our focus so that 
the only thing we become aware of is survival.  Fear is our 
reptilian brain screaming, “Danger!”, and it can trigger useful, 
sometimes downright impressive responses.

The kind of fear I used to feel in the beginning stages of an 
Olympic rowing final sharpened my body. From experience, 
it anticipated the tremendous battle that lay ahead, and it 
ignited a brilliant flame of mental focus. It prepared my body 
to cope with the pain marked by lactic acid build and the  
lung burn, inevitable in an Olympic rowing final. 

Three days before a big competition, a different kind of fear 
response reared its head.  Its effects were like sticking myself 
in a freezer...I became slow and dumb; my body like swimming 
in molasses, my mind distracted. 

This is the kind of fear many of us have trouble getting past.  
It’s the fear that opens the door when the inner critic comes 
knocking to tell us we’re not up to the task.  This critic has 
spoken to me countless times, delivering this message in so 
many variations: “Who are you to...?” or “What if you screw 
up?”, and “Why are you doing this?” 

My inner voice in those tenuous days before a 
competition could rival the most neurotic among 
us.  My desire to compete and achieve however, has 
always been slightly stronger than my terror of it.  
This is what got me out of bed those excruciating days before 
competition, when fear draped over me like a heavy, wet 
blanket. Getting up, getting out of bed is where your power 
lies, and with each day moving through the fear, despite all the 
doubt and inner dialogue that almost makes you crazy with 
anxiety.  For me, it was getting up, going to the boathouse and 
practicing; moving the boat through the water and moving 
through the fear. 

The fear most of us feel when taking on something challenging 
can easily run amuck and create swirling anxiety, keeping 
us from getting in to the starting gates.  We want to get out 
there and race, but we can’t quite find the courage to get past 
practice mode.  I have several friends who are stuck in this 
space of permanent fear – putting their proverbial boat in the 
water, but never quite reaching the starting gates.  These are 
friends whose book is still in their head, who hate their job, 
but have a hundred reasons why they won’t change it. These 
aren’t lazy people; they’re people with oodles of talent and a 
willingness to work. They always have excuses why they aren’t 
moving, but the real reason is fear. I can see it, because I live 
fear on a daily basis.  
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In 2002, my fear of writing my first book kept it in the idea 
stage for two years.  Even after I received a publishing contract, 
I insisted on calling it a “booklet” to avoid writers’ block. And 
now still, this article is the beginning of a book, and because 
I still haven’t found the courage to pick up the phone and call 
my publisher and make it a book,  it remains one in a series  
of articles.   

I can look upon countless examples of success in my life, 
and yet I still find it difficult starting something new. In life 
outside of sport, this numbing fear-effect seems to be the most 
damaging. This is the kind of fear that may start from a bad 
experience in a job interview, imbedding itself in the psyche 
sabotaging that next interview.  After ten interviews and no 
job, this kind of fear begins to lead to anxiety, which is fear  
of fear.  

We begin avoiding situations and experiences that trigger fear, 
not so much because we’re afraid of the situation, but because 
we’ve become afraid of the emotion.  Fear feeds on itself, the 
more we spend time thinking about how afraid we are, talking 
about how afraid we are, the more afraid we become.  Are we 
going to let fear keep us constantly in our comfort zone and 
below our potential?

In 1995, I crippled an entire competitive season by indulging 
in fear, succumbing to the voices of doubt. After a disastrous 

world championships the year before, where I double false-
started and was eliminated from the competition, I decided 
to start 1995 on a positive note and competed with the team 
at the Pan American Games, winning two gold medals.  When 
I arrived home, I discovered I had taken a cold medication, 
Benadryl, that was on the banned substances list.  This news 
made the front pages of every national newspaper for a solid 
week.  This mistake devastated my confidence and I became 
afraid of making a mistake.  During the 1995 racing season, 
I performed below my potential at every single regatta. Each 
race became a painful battle just to get to the starting gates.  
Fear sucked any enjoyment out of a sport I loved, and by the 
World Championships in Finland, the final race of the year, I 
was ready to quit. 

Three days before the regatta, I found myself shaking 
and crying uncontrollably in the shower, willing it 
to end before it even began. And then, something 
shifted.. I got mad.  
I was sick and tired of my own whining and insecurities.  I was 
angry about finishing each race below my potential, and angry 
at this stupid emotion that was sucking every drop of joy out 
my experience.  I went to the race course ready to lay it all 
out there; to fight and to kick that stupid fear in the backside.  
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                     Your playing small doesn’t serve the world. 
We are all meant to shine as children do. 

                                    As we let our own light shine,  
              we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.  

               As we’re liberated from our own fear, 
                          our presence automatically liberates others.   

                                 –Marianne  Williamson

    Our deepest fear is that we are 

                powerful 
                        beyond measure.

                       We ask ourselves,
who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous?

                Actually, who are you not to be?

It is our light, not our darkeness, that frightens us.

This could be a terrible race strategy, but on that day, it was 
all I had. If I didn’t fight fear – on that day, in that race –  
there wasn’t going to be another season; there wasn’t going 
to be another Olympics...at least not for me.  

That season, I laid fear on the ground and won a silver 
medal, and placed myself on the path to another season and 
another Olympics in 1996.  As I leapt out of the boat, into 
the arms of my coach, I knew I battled the demon of fear and 
won.  Never again, would I let fear feed itself so long or so 
hungrily.  That was one lesson I only had to learn once. 

When fear takes hold of our life and begins to paralyze us, 
when fear is consistently stopping us from pursuing the very 
things that could make us happy, it may be time to get mad.  
To shove through that emotion, to lay it all out there without, 
for a moment, analyzing or considering the final results. 

Sometimes there isn’t a methodical, step-by-step 
way through fear.  Sometimes we just have to say, 
“ENOUGH!”, and get out there and do what we 
need to do. 
While I resent the position fear has played in my psychology, 
I’m also oddly grateful for it.  After all, if fear hadn’t spent 
so much time screaming in my ear, maybe I wouldn’t know 
what thoughts were limiting me. Maybe I wouldn’t have 
noticed the themes that kept repeating themselves – “Who 
are you to...?”, and “If you don’t ... you are not worth it.”  I 
realized that I needed to accomplish to exist – to pile high 
a resume of wins and awards; to have friends tell me they 
loved me – all to make up for that dirty secret that voice kept 
whispering, “You’re not worth it.” That summer in 1995, 
dominated by fear, showed me how fear can eat away at 
your self-confidence, and become a dominant aspect of your 
psychology if you don’t do battle with it.  

It was listening to fear that brought me these insights, and 
working back toward the origins of that fear has freed me 
from its intensity. If not for the sheer obnoxious persistence 
and intensity of the voice of fear, I may not have fought back 
against it and begun to free myself from the beliefs and 
negative internal rhetoric that lay beneath it.  

When we peel back the numbing layers, we come 
up against the core of our belief system – who we 
believe we are, and what we believe we deserve.  
Fear backed me into a corner and the only option that felt 
sane was to begin to fight.  Understanding why I was afraid 
– mapping the origins of so much of the useless fear I felt in 
my life – has led me to a remarkable insight: I am worth it.  

With this knowledge, I have noticed that fear has become 
more of a useful signal in my life, reminding me I am 
stretching my limits.  I find myself looking behind the fear 
and asking myself why a situation feels scary for me.  For 
example, sometimes it tells me that the person I am thinking 
of working with isn’t the right fit.   As I write this article, I 
am in the process of moving into a new home with a new life 
partner and his two children.  Change brings up fears, and 
each time I take a closer look, I discover that past stories are 
affecting present realities. Danger is not present, only old 
ghosts rattling their chains.

Not many of us would describe fear as a positive emotion, 
but I can see its place in my life.  I can acknowledge that 
without its presence, I may very well not have understood 
myself nearly as well, or pushed myself quite as hard.  

Marianne Williamson says, “We were born to make manifest 
the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; 
it’s in everyone.” This is what I wish for all the people in 
my life – that they find some relief from the fear; that they 
liberate themselves enough that they start exploring their 
real talents and abilities.

The trick for all of us is to understand that fear will always be 
part of our life, almost like a shadow.  We don’t need to allow 
it to dominate our decisions and simply must not allow it to 
stop us from pursuing our dreams.

Silken Laumann is a four-time Olympic medallist, a 
dreamer, and one of Canada’s top inspirational speakers.


