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Preface

I’m often asked how I manage to stay cheerful, and many people would like to know where I find motivation and from which strategy my results derive.

And then there are all those people who want me to guess how many fingers they hold up before me.

These are all quite natural questions, since few people can imagine how you can stay happy, outgoing, and ambitious and maintain your drive as a blind person.

This book answers those questions, and more.

It is my hope to pass on to others that one’s attitude and approach to life are prerequisites for results. Even if the prospects may not seem too bright.

Of course, everything I do contains an element of my lack of sight, and there will consequently be situations, scenarios and stories that bring the reader a unique insight into a world unknown to most people.

Besides giving you an impression of a world without eyesight, the book contains specific tools which are useful, both in your private and professional life – also to people with 20/20 vision.

It’s my hope that readers will be inspired by my way of handling life and thereby gain a desire and courage to work with the tools provided by my book. At any rate, I hope that readers will be entertained and may enjoy seeing the world as I see it.

I wish you a good reading!


Introduction

One day when I was seventeen, I was playing Yatzy with my mother. We used to play a lot of games, my mother and I, cards and dice, and every once in a while, a dice was bound to fall on the floor. It happened on this day, too, and I went down to pick it up. But I couldn’t find it. I searched and searched, but it was gone.

From her place at the table, my mother could clearly see the dice and also that it was right in front of me, even between my hands, and yet I couldn’t see it. This worried my mother, and she told me to go see an eye specialist. I had been before.

There were a lot of people in the waiting room, and when it was my turn, I sat down in the consultation, and the doctor subjected me to the usual eye chart. I was to read aloud from the letters I saw on the lit screen in front of me. It went okay, but when I told her about the dice, she held up some fingers in front of me and asked me how many there were. I couldn’t see them, so I asked her where they were. At first she thought I was kidding, but when she realized that I actually couldn’t see the fingers, she got worried.

The doctor decided to test my eyesight differently, so she placed me in front of a wall with a big, black felt circle with a white spot at its centre.

I was asked to sit in front of the circle and focus on the white spot. The ophthalmologist took a flashlight and started to lead the cone of light towards the white spot and asked me to tell her when I saw the light. She asked me several times to let her know when I saw the light, and I kept telling her that I’d let her know, she should just go ahead. Little did I know that she was already at it, and it turned out that I couldn’t see the light before it almost covered the white circle. That’s when the poor condition of my eyesight dawned on the doctor, and she was shocked that she hadn’t found out in all the time I had consulted her.

It is characteristic of my disease that the sight first disappears in the peripheral field of vision and then, after some time, the eyesight is like looking through a tube. That’s what tunnel vision is like. The ophthalmologist hadn’t found out because I could see the letters on the eye charts where the conditions were optimal, the chart being right in front of me and even well lit. It was just that my peripheral vision had never been checked.

When the doctor had finished her examination, she told me that we had to have a serious chat about my eyesight. For some reason we couldn’t stay in the consulting room, so she ushered me into the kitchen, but as there were contractors at work there, I was propelled into the waiting room, which was full of patients, so eventually, we ended on the staircase.

Here she told me that I suffered from Retinitis Pigmentosa (RP). Without further ado, she informed me that my eyesight was alarmingly poor and that I would go blind, but I shouldn’t worry because she would call my mother and contact the Institute for the Blind and Visually Impaired. And then she left.

RP is the collective appellation for a series of rare eye diseases which often hit teenagers or young adults. The disease develops throughout one’s lifetime and usually, the eyesight deteriorates gravely some time in the late teens to the early thirties. As in my case, it often ends with an extremely poor eyesight. The specialists can’t say how quickly the eyesight declines, and as I am today, I can only sense light and darkness.

When I think back, I can tell that my eyesight is much more reduced now, but it has been my luck that I’ve managed to adapt and adjust my way of handling things as my eyesight disappeared.

I didn’t know that at seventeen when I stood in the ophthalmologist’s stairwell with a booming emptiness inside, unable to relate to the message I had just received. It was tough news to be left alone with; I was somewhat confused and probably in shock. I remember looking around without grasping the consequences just presented to me by the doctor. It sounded all wrong, for I wasn’t blind, was I? I could see the window and the elevator. Whatever did she mean? I didn’t know that everybody else saw much more than I did.

When I had stood there for a while, I went down to catch a bus home, and when I looked around on the way, it suddenly struck me that she might be right. There were actually a lot of things I couldn’t do, which all my friends could do quite easily, but I still couldn’t comprehend that I was going blind. Thoughts were swirling around my head. What was I to do? How would I be able to live my life?

When I got home and told my mother what had happened, she was all cut up. She had sent me off to the eye doctor, and an hour later I came back blind. I believe that’s how she saw it. In the beginning, I actually think she took it harder than I did. RP is a hereditary disease and she may have felt responsible in some way for being the carrier. It was believed that my grandfather had also suffered from RP, even though my grandmother refused to accept that there was anything wrong with his or my eyesight.

In the time that followed I became increasingly aware that my bad eyesight was the reason that I had been different from my friends. I could suddenly understand why they were so much better at ball games – and why they could slalom on their bikes among cones; all the things I was poor at, but did anyway. It was actually a positive experience to find an explanation, but at the same time very traumatizing, of course.

As she had promised me, the ophthalmologist put me in contact with the Institute for the Blind and Visually Impaired where I was registered in a hereditary file so they could trace whether I had inherited the disease from my grandfather. There are many ways to pass this thing on, and the illness may be bound to the X or Y chromosome, recessive or dominant. Mine was bound to the X chromosome.

Once I had an explanation of what was happening to me, I could get help. To begin with, I was referred to a social adviser at the local authority, and my mother and I went to meet him. The social adviser was supposed to counsel me about how to relate to my new situation and inform me about offers from the authorities.

However, all he had was one offer, and that was a pension. As he said, I needn’t worry about getting an education or a job. The state would provide, so I didn’t have to do anything for the rest of my life. Already then I found it alarming that a pension was the state’s only offer to an active young man with poor eyesight.

Twenty years have passed since then, and regulations may have changed much since, but neither I nor my mother had any doubt: I should not accept a pension from the state. In my family, we have always paid our bills on time and have never accepted alms (as my mother called it), and this was no time to start.

I wonder where I had been today if I had taken the pension?

Whatever else I needed in my new life was arranged by the Institute for the Blind and Visually Impaired where I was offered professional counselling. I was given a personal counsellor who could help me with my school and educational opportunities. At that time I dreamt about being a salesman, but I was advised against it since that profession calls for a driver’s license, which of course was out of my reach. I was studying for Higher Preparatory Exam then, and at school, my classmates helped me out by taking notes from the blackboard. Suddenly, my grades rocketed. And finally, everything made sense to me.

One day in particular has become lodged in my memory, as it was a watershed event in my future life. It was in 1989, my second year at high school, and I had decided to skip classes. This in itself was abnormal since I was always very conscientious, but on this day I walked about town on my own. I just strolled about, looked at things and reflected, my head full of thoughts. I tried to figure out the consequences of the eye doctor’s stern prognosis five months earlier. The summer had passed with all kinds of practical things, such as contacting the local authorities and the Institute for the Blind and the Visually Impaired, so until this day it had never truly struck me that I would go blind. Of course, I had taken in that my eyesight was worse than everybody else’s, but could I imagine myself going completely blind? I found it grossly unfair that it should hit me, why me? I had done so well with whatever eyesight was allotted to me, so it couldn’t be true that I was going blind. It was no part of my identity, and it was very hard for me to comprehend.

At the time I lived near Søndermarken, one of the big parks on the outskirts of Copenhagen, and I spent the day taking a stroll there and in the Frederiksberg Gardens. It was a beautiful autumn day in October, and I was kicking at the dead leaves.

In the Frederiksberg Gardens, I sat down on a bench and watched some kids playing, contemplating the happy naivety of children without a thought of the future; I had been there once. And there I was, struck by something I hadn’t foreseen or been able to prepare myself for.

When I got up from the bench I went down the main street of Frederiksberg to the hustle and bustle of Vesterbrogade, window-shopping and taking it all in.

Slowly, a new reality started to take shape in my head. When I had managed so brilliantly through my first eighteen years, I might as well do well for the rest of my life, too, whether I was able to see or not. There really hadn’t been any sudden change in my life; I had received really bad news, but I was still the same person. I liked my life, and I wouldn’t spend the rest of it being bitter about what had happened. Besides, nothing had happened so far; I was just wiser about what was going to happen, and in fact I was lucky, because I had time to adapt. When I got home, I’d made my decision. I decided to make the best of bad situation. I was reconciled to my going blind and the fact that there was nothing I could do to prevent it. I realized that my only option was to make the best of it. And now I knew the conditions and what odds I had on my side.

Still, there was a long process ahead of me. I couldn’t change facts, and for many years, I concealed my blind cane up my sleeve. At that time I had a white cane which they called a flower stick. It wasn’t very long, and it could hang around my wrist so that others could see I was visually impaired. That first winter, I had a duvet jacket where I could easily hide my ‘flower stick’ in the sleeve. I soon had problems finding out which way to walk to avoid bumping into people if I could hear that somebody was coming towards me on the pavement, but instead of using the cane, I stopped and pretended to be looking at windows or searching for something in my bag.

The cane was unaccustomed to me back then, and it was important to me that nobody saw me using it. It made me feel uncomfortable because I didn’t want to be viewed as a blind person. I was 18 and embarrassed that I needed it – especially when it came to girls. I was young and insecure and convinced that no girl would want a blind boyfriend.

In fact, several years would pass before I realized that I would benefit more from showing the cane and using it than to spend my energy on trying to pass for someone who could see. It was too much of a hassle to conceal something that was obvious to all and which I couldn’t change, anyway. It became easier, too, for my surroundings to accept that I sometimes walked into people and lampposts and tripped over kerbstones, and people also used to get annoyed when I didn’t say hello to them. How were they to know that I couldn’t see them? All in all, everything got easier, more comfortable and safer once I finally accepted my fate.

On advice from the Institute, I gave up the idea of becoming a salesman in favour of IT, because it had so many exciting aids and appliances, such as speech synthesis and screen enlargement. Even though I still feel that IT is an interesting field, I felt that I had to act on the advice from others.

In the 1990s, after my exams, I trained as an electronic data processing assistant, but at that time there was a shortage of jobs, and as I wasn’t just competing with qualified applicants, but also with people who could see, I opted for another education as a programmer and was admitted to mathematical business economics at the Copenhagen Business School where they only let in 200 students a year.

For the first time I felt very privileged and looked forward to my first big lecture in my favourite subject, math. It was a huge auditorium, and I sat among a couple of hundred fellow students in front of a lecturer and three big blackboards. As in high school, I had arranged with some fellow students to take notes for me, so I felt prepared. But I was shocked when the lecturer started. First, he filled the three blackboards with notes, and then he pushed them upwards and revealed three more blackboards which he consequently filled with scribbling. Even my classmates found it hard to keep up, so I decided to give up the studies after half a year.

Luckily, I had found a job in a local supermarket where I was hired to update their IT system with prices and the like. Here I experienced for the first time that an employee questioned the wisdom of hiring a blind person to take care of IT. I knew I was competent for the job, so I found it incredibly narrow-minded. At the same time I knew that she was complaining because she didn’t ‘know any better’. I have come across this attitude several times throughout the years, and I had to get used to it even then.


The Olympic Games

It’s all about guts. If you have the guts to see the opportunities, if you dare dream and think big, and if you have the pluck to cross your usual limitations, you also ‘risk’ finding a huge potential that may enable you to achieve unimaginable results.

In spite of the grim facts which the ophthalmologist revealed to me, I was in a way relieved, since the facts explained why I had been so poor at the ball games at which all my friends excelled, and why my name was always called last when choosing sides. When I came into contact with the Institute for the Blind and Visually Impaired, I hastened to ask them which kind of sports I could perform without my eyesight. They suggested various sports such as swimming and tandem cycling, and although bicycling can be fun, I was more interested in team sports where I could meet others in my situation.

And so, in August 1989, I was introduced to goalball, a game invented in the mid 40s by the Austrian Hanz Lorenzen and the German Sepp Reindle as part of the rehabilitation programme for blind war veterans.

Goalball is a team game, and it can be played just for exercise as well as on an elitist level. Goalball is played in a court that’s 30 by 60 feet and the goal is at either end of this court, 30 feet wide. Three players from each team defend the goal when the opposing team attacks. The ball is the size of a basketball, but heavier and solid and has a bell inside. It weighs 2,7 pounds and has a circumference of 30 inches. On elitist level, the bold is shot from one end of the court to the other in less than a second! It takes good form and quick reaction as well as talent to perform this game on elitist level. All players wear eyeshades during matches as well as training in order to place visually impaired and blind people on an equal footing.

I felt like trying goalball and contacted a club in Copenhagen who invited me to a training session, and for the first time in my life I was among equals, sports-wise. In the club, I met both blind people and visually impaired, and all of a sudden, I felt quite normal. Without realizing it, I had been heavily challenged in sports, but now it didn’t matter anymore, as I had to focus on other things and my hearing was brought to bear. I had to listen to find out where my teammates were, how the opponents moved, and all the time I had to act on my hearing and move accordingly. I had been introduced to a new and exciting world.

Big dreams are okay

I was caught from the very first training session. Here was a game I would love to excel at, and I quickly joined the club and started training with my new teammates who didn’t just teach me the game, but also a lot about being blind.

One experience made a big impression on me and has stayed in my memory ever since.

Four months after I had started, the club threw a Christmas lunch for all the members in December ’89, and I was seated next to a guy of around 50 who was completely blind. He told me he had pains in his thumb, and when I asked him what had happened, he told me that he had just finished building a carport. I was sure I had misheard, but he told me that he was a trained carpenter before he went blind, but still had his skills. I reflected that if a blind person can build a carport, there’s no limit to what you can do. It was a great experience to meet him, and his story has helped to shape my belief that if only you’re prepared to learn things, everything is possible.

When I spoke to my teammates, they inspired me to focus on all the things still open to me, instead of moaning over all the things I was no longer able to do once I went completely blind. They helped me with all kinds of everyday chores, from cooking meatballs to getting on the right bus and how I could make sure that I dressed right. I realized that no matter what obstacle lay ahead of them, they had a proper solution, and my way of thinking changed, so I no longer focused on what I couldn’t do, but on how I could learn to do it.

It was an immensely inspiring experience.

I got still more into goalball and increased my training. I wasn’t fanatical about it, but I trained a couple of times a week and gradually became better at it. My first objective started to take form as I thought it would be fun if I qualified for the national team.

By and by, goalball and the club became part of my identity, because I could do sports on an equal footing with others. I have always been into sports – I just hadn’t been particularly good at it, but now I felt a true inclination to excel, and I was a young player with potential. That’s why the national coach spotted me.

In June 1990, my team had just played in the national championship, and the coach soon called and invited me to a tournament with the national team – a big day for me. The national coach made it clear to me that I wouldn’t be playing in the field, but be on the bench during the match. That was fine with me, I was happy just to be a part of the team and experience the atmosphere in the hall during the match. Consequently, I was quite unprepared for being called into the game because one of the players had been taken ill.

It’s probably the poorest match I ever played. I was nervous and fidgety and screwed up big time. It was hard for me to handle the enormous pressure of playing a match with an audience. I completely forgot the basic rules; everything was gone.

I really hadn’t imagined that I was going to play, even though I wanted to, and that’s when I learned that it can be a great advantage to prepare for every conceivable scenario. I may have botched my first match, but my dream had come true, and I had played on the national team. My next goal started to take shape as I thought it would be fun to be a regular player on the national team.

Even if my debut on the national team had not been impressive, I was invited back for training – on the bench to begin with, but by and by I got on the field. My next dream was for the team to win the Nordic Championship, then the European and even the World championship. Each championship was my highest goal until we made it.

When we were selected to the World Championship, I thought that if we could be among the six best teams, we would qualify for the Olympics. So as I developed, both individually and as a team player, my ambitions rose, partly because I permitted myself to dream big.

The World Championship where we qualified for the Olympics in Sydney took place in Madrid, Spain. At that time we were novices, and we had never been part of a tournament on that scale or in such a climate as that we found in Madrid. It was summer, very hot, and incredibly humid.

One of the first days we went and sat in the hall to see some of the other teams play before we went on, and, in spite of the air condition, neither the heat nor the humidity was endurable. We had found some seats in the top row, and when we left the hall hours later, we could feel that we had not had the sufficient amount of food or water. We were dehydrated, as we found out in the next match when we were all feeling queasy. Afterwards, I couldn’t even recall the last minutes of the match, and our assistant coach had to carry me to the showers to cool me off.

That was a serious reminder that we had to be professional in every way, even outside the court, since everything affects the performance in such a tournament. But we made it, and I remember the joy I felt at winning the decisive match that got us among the top six teams. It was very moving.

As blind persons, we are used to seeing people being very apprehensive about what they can say to us and whether they can be as indiscreet and straightforward with a blind person as with a seeing person. We sometimes took advantage of that, just for fun, of course. On a training trip with the men’s champion league, we had a new assistant coach whom we subjected to our ‘blind humour’, and on the train we suggested playing a game of cards. He obviously wondered about it, but resolved not to comment on it.

We told him that we always played Black Jack (also known as ‘21’) and always played for money. Only small bets, however, but losing ought to hurt a bit. We made him believe that according to certain rules for the blind to which we adhered, we could play the card we believed we had, instead of what we actually had. He didn’t make any objections to this either, and we managed to play four or five rounds before he bailed out, and we had to come clean and admit that we’d been pulling his leg.

We were very unlike each other on the team, both as people and as players, and our levels of ambition differed, too. Luckily, we had an excellent coach who managed to utilize our individual profiles and unite them in a strong team aiming at the same results.

I was very ambitious back then, and, at the start, that may have been a bit tough on the others on the team with less ambition, but by and by, as I took the lead and showed initiative, it started to rub off on the others. When they found that I dared to dream even of the Olympic Games, and that I even started training outside the regular sessions, it affected their efforts and we could really work together to reach our aim.

Remember to celebrate the victories

My goal-oriented training earned me Gudmund Schack’s memorial grant in 1988. The late Gudmund Schack was chairman of Denmark’s Athletic Association and Denmark’s Olympic Committee, and a skilled rower to boot, and he had been supporting members of the Danish Resistance during World War II as well as Danish Handicap Athletics. The memorial grant is awarded annually by HRH Princess Benedikte, who is also protector of the association. The awards took place in The Danish Students’ Boating Club and consisted of a cash grant and a golden oar. We were three recipients in all, the two others being the former resistance fighter Patrick Schultz and the oarsman Thomas Poulsen.

I was surprised to receive the award because I felt that so many others had deserved the honour. However, I was also very proud, and then it nearly went wrong. My girlfriend at the time and I had just split up and were about to sell our house. The letter from the memorial grant had been sent to my old address, so I never got it, but one day my lawyer called me – about the real estate, I thought. However, it turned out that he represented Gudmund Schack’s Memorial Grant, and he told me I had been elected to receive it. He assumed I had received the letter, so he just called to make sure I would be present at the ceremony. I was allowed to invite some guests, so I invited my closest friend and my relatives, but not my team, which I still regret today.

That’s one thing in my life I wish I’d done differently. It’s a bit weird that a committed team player as myself did not invite his teammates. I think I was a bit embarrassed that it was me, and not the whole team, that got the award, but, as luck would have it, we received the prize as a team a few years later.

The ceremony was a big experience for me, and I met HRH Princess Benedikte and a lot of famous athletes.

It was actually there I met the oarsman Eskild Ebbesen, but it wasn’t until years later that we started seeing each other socially because our children were in the same nursery. After I was presented with the award I walked around at the reception and felt awkward because I wasn’t a celebrity and because I felt that all the others were real athletes, known from the media. And there I was, Søren Holmgren, an unknown person in an unknown sport. There was no prestige in being blind, or in performing a sport no one knew about, I felt. On the other hand, I have since then helped to make goalball more famous.

The journey from playing goalball just for the exercise to begin with, through the European and World Championships and to the Olympics in Sydney was incredibly exciting. In Sydney, we were an outsider team of no account, and there were no high expectations on our behalf. Every match we played was a new experience, and after each match we sat down to discuss what had gone right and what we could do differently next time.

When we had won, we had a small ‘party’ to celebrate our victory. Nothing with alcohol and dancing all night, of course, but it was important for us to commemorate each victory.

We became good at complimenting each other and at creating a common enthusiasm, so that even the players on the bench felt like a part of the winning team. No matter what position you had on the team, we were together in it, and we all kept our focus on the goal, which was not just winning any medal; we were going for gold, so we could be at the top of the podium.

The impressive organization behind the Olympics is based almost exclusively on volunteer work. In Sydney, there were 7,000 athletes and more than 50,000 volunteers who had come from all over the world, partly because they wanted to be part of the Olympic spirit, partly because they had an expressed desire to be of assistance.

Volunteers and performing athletes alike had a wonderful experience, and friendships were made across the borders. I still have Australian friends whom I met in Sydney, and I often think of all the volunteers, and I’m truly impressed by their outstanding efforts. I felt both privileged and humble to be selected as a participating athlete, and I’m grateful to the volunteers who had taken it upon themselves to make my days easier, so I could concentrate on doing me best.

The individual performance is part of the success of the whole team

We respected each other on the team and each other’s skills, but we had no need to socialize all the time. We were there for one reason only, and that was to win as a team. Some of the people with whom I shared my greatest triumphs I have never seen since.

As an individual, I have my own personality, and that personality is not prerequisite for the success of the team. This goes for business as well as sports. However, I’m convinced that I’m part of a team and believe that my performance contributes to the success of the team. As players, we each had our rituals and needs before the matches. For instance, some wanted to stretch out in a corner, others needed special attention from the coaches, and still others wanted to get away from the exercise area. We had individual preferences, and they were worked into our training culture. A goalball match lasts 40 minutes, and warm-up started four to five hours before each match, and included physical exercise, physiotherapy and mental recharging.

We had a sports therapist who trained visualization with us. At one time, he told us to go to the court and shoot the ball until each of us had achieved the perfect shot. We were not to return to the locker room before we had each made that perfect shot.

After many attempts, when I had managed a perfect shot, I hurried to the locker room, and the therapist asked me to describe the shot in detail – from before I held the ball until I heard the sound when it hit the other end of the court. I relived the shot in detail as I told him:

I stopped to grab the ball and felt the nubbly surface and the weight of the 1,25 kilo ball. With the ball in my hand, I straightened up and, in order to find the right position to shoot from, I placed myself with my back to my own goal so I could make out the direction to the opposite goal. While clutching the ball in my arm, I decided where to aim. I made a run-up for the shot by taking a step on my left foot, then on my right, and I started to turn while I made a knee bend. While bending my knees, I stretched my arm and my left leg backwards in the rotation, so I achieved the maximal tension in my entire body, from my feet up through the legs, buttocks, stomach, back and all the way out in my arm which I brought down to the floor, the ball still in my hand. My hand and the ball became one with the floor, and then I shot the ball across the floor. My fingertips were the last part of me to let go of the ball before it went at high speed toward the goal at the other end of the court.

It was a fantastic experience, and it didn’t feel like a big effort because the whole movement, from picking up the ball until I shot it, was absolutely perfect. Hearing the plop when I released the ball, and hearing it hit the goal less than a second later was deliverance. I knew at once that I had made a perfect shot.

After that experience, I started actively to use visualization as the therapist had taught me. When I visualized playing and winning a match, I moved towards being a winner, mentally. Read more on this in the chapter on visualization.

When I was doing warm-ups for the matches in Sydney, I visualized how to win the next match, how to score goals and what I’d tell the reporters afterwards about the success of the team and myself. During the warm-ups, I took pains to shoot the ball as hard as I could, I practised screwballs to cheat the opponents, and practised shooting quietly so it almost couldn’t be heard. I was in so good a shape that I had sufficient energy to give it my best during warm-ups, and every time I had made a good shot, I yelled “Way to go!” and “Yeah!”

This rubbed off on my teammates who were encouraged to give it a bit of extra effort, and when we got onto the court, we were ready. Our opponents did their warm-ups in the same place as we did, and part of our strategy was that the very thing that affected our team in a positive way would have a negative effect on our opponents. Our enthusiastic cheers signalled the self-confidence of winners, and it would be fine if our opponents were nervous to meet us.

At the same time, it was my impression that our opponents were not as focused on warm-ups and the other preliminary exercises before the matches as we were, and that meant that they were not always sufficiently warmed-up or as grounded as we were. Grounding is extremely important, since the tactics about catching the ball from the opponent is to throw yourself to the floor.

Win the right way

Goalball Will Never Be the Same Again
I actually didn’t see us as a very homogenous team, but we were all working toward the same goal and that helped making us a strong team. We supported each other and cheered when things went our way, even though, on a personal level, we had nothing in common. I think we stood out because we were better as a team than so many of the opposing teams. We were more laid-back, and I believe we had more fun than the others. The other goalball teams always walked around in the Olympic city in little groups, whereas we always walked together, the whole team. I found that some of the players on the other teams had difficulties dealing with the pressure, but we were quite good at it. I think that, by and large, that accounts for our success.
When we were going from our hotel to the hall where we were to play, we always went by bus – each team had their own bus so we didn’t have to sit with our opponents. We always sang and looked forward to the upcoming match, but as far as I could tell, the other teams seemed tense, introvert and nervous.
To us, each match was a celebration. Throughout the Olympics, we increased in stature, and it was a self-perpetuating process. We felt invincible, and we were, at least in our attitude. This happened as we began to see that we might in fact win and, furthermore, when those around saw that we believed we would.
At the same time we experienced a growing attention from the media, and the people from the press started to treat us like real sports stars.
This gave us energy and outlook as a team and we started to be more tactical about our efforts. On a personal level, we developed greatly and we got into a position where we could choose. Suddenly, we were in the semi-finals and beat Spain by far. After that match, I was told that some of the parents of the Spanish players had broken down and cried. That made a great impression on me.
As the tournament progressed, we closed in on our goal, and finally, we were in the finals, which started out badly when Lithuania scored a goal.
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