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For whoever needs permission to take the risk they want to take.

Here it is.






PROLOGUE

At the edge of the Bermuda Triangle, Long Island in the Bahamas is a splinter of land barely 6 kilometres wide at its broadest point. One side is buffeted by the roaring surf of the Atlantic, the other lapped by the neon blue of the Caribbean, with the two halves conjoined by a tropical coastline scalloped with rocky coves and stretches of pristine white sand. Yet tucked in a hidden nook of this beach-bum paradise is an underwater cavern that locals claim is a direct portal to hell.

Islanders believe that Dean’s Blue Hole was dug by the devil himself. Most flatly refuse to swim there out of fear that Satan will emerge from the depths to drag them down to their doom. This sense of dread is fuelled by the sinkhole’s freaky geology. Positioned just 20 metres off the beach, Dean’s Blue Hole consists of a long, vertical cave that looks like a bottomless pit. The limestone shaft extends down and down to a depth of 202 metres. For superstitious locals, that leaves plenty of room for demonic forces to lurk.

The scare stories are backed with a body count. Three tourists from Nassau drowned at the Hole a few years ago, while six months back, a 19-year-old lobster diver vanished while his family enjoyed a picnic on the beach. The teenager’s body has never been found and his white bones are now believed to lie somewhere in the Hole’s black abyss.

Personally, this folklore doesn’t faze me. The only demons I’m worried about are the mental ones that could sabotage what I’ve come here to do. I’ve travelled more than 15,000 kilometres to the Bahamas from my Sydney home to compete at Vertical Blue 2012, an invite-only competition for the best freedivers in the world. But as I squeeze into my hooded wetsuit and walk barefoot towards the sea, I’m aware of the fear that’s starting to flicker in my stomach.

‘All set? How’re you feeling, mate?’ says Dave Knight, my support partner and childhood friend, as I limber up with a few last-minute stretches.

‘Yeah, pretty good,’ I lie in a vain attempt to convince myself that it might actually be true.

Nerves are to be expected today. Vertical Blue is a big deal in this sport with the event often described as ‘the Wimbledon of freediving’. The aim in today’s ‘Constant Weight’ discipline is to dive as deep as you can with no breathing apparatus and just a monofin (a single swimfin a bit like a whale’s tail) to propel your descent. Due to its depth and accessibility from the beach, Dean’s Blue Hole is one of freediving’s top destinations. Today, I’m hoping to nail something I’ve never done before: dive to a depth of 100 metres on a single breath. Before I got here 15 days ago, I’d never managed more than 82 metres.

I’ve got 15 minutes until my dive time at 2 pm. In the water, Dave tows my floating body out towards the competition zone; I don’t swim as I need to conserve all my energy for the dive. As we slowly drift over, I notice the sky has become overcast with a ruffled layer of cloud obscuring the sun. That means it’ll be even darker when I venture underwater. At 30 metres, I’ll be unable to see my arms in front of my face. Then it will get darker still, with my world eventually reduced to a smothering black. Engulfed in that gloom, it’s easy to get spooked as the door of your imagination opens to worst-case scenarios. Except the dangers with freediving are very real.

Right now, my fellow competitor Miguel Lozano is under the surface navigating that darkness alone. Hailing from a fishing village north of Barcelona, he’s a rangy Spaniard whom I’ve got to know a bit in the lead-up to this competition. Friendly and outgoing, Miguel’s easy laugh conceals a formidable mindset. One of world’s truly elite freedivers, yesterday he reached a gobsmacking depth of 117 metres. Today, he’s targeting 122 metres. If he succeeds, he’ll be only the third person in history to have gone that deep.

Dave and I slowly paddle to wait just outside the dive zone where the competition platform is set up. It’s marked by a set of white PVC pipes that are connected to form a 6-metre square above the Hole. Three judges sit on a floating platform alongside a photographer and videographer. In the water, five safety divers are primed for action. These veteran professionals are entrusted to chaperone the athletes in the last 30 metres of their ascent. Nearing the surface is where problems are most likely to arise.

Jutting off the end of the platform is a miniature crane that’s operated with a counterbalance system that a diving rope is spooled through. Last night, every diver had to submit their proposed depths to the judges. Before each competitor’s attempt, a metal plate covered in Velcro is lowered down to the diver’s specified distance. That plate is affixed with a tag that you have to pluck off at the bottom of your dive to prove you’ve reached your target.

When it’s your turn, you attach the lanyard on your belt to the rope via a carabiner. Being loosely tethered like this has two purposes. First, it stops you from swimming off in the wrong direction in the pitch black, but second, it could also save your life if something goes wrong. The safety team have a sonar-powered device that tracks your movement. If it detects your body is motionless – suggesting you may have lost consciousness – the rope can be used to winch you back to the surface. Hopefully that won’t be necessary today.

I start some positive self-talk to try to get myself into the zone.

Come on, Ant, it’s game time now. This is your time to shine…

My pep talk is interrupted by a flurry of yells and splashes. Recovery divers and medics are scrambling to help a figure in the water. It’s Miguel, but it’s immediately clear that something is very wrong. A safety diver pulls his head out of the water, but it instantly flops back. His eyes are shut tight; he’s blacked out. Is he okay?

‘Safety! Here, now!’ yells an official. ‘We need oxygen, fast!’

Still unconscious, Miguel’s face is blue, his mouth twisted into a leer. Then his head jerks forward and he starts to cough up blood. Medics haul his convulsing body up to the platform as he continues to violently retch.

‘Don’t look, mate! Don’t look!’ warns Dave.

Not wanting to freak out, I avert my gaze. Turning my head to the clouds, I try to ignore the evil hacking noise erupting from Miguel’s chest. I think I know what’s happening and it’s not good.

Water is almost a thousand times denser than air. The deeper you dive, the barometric pressure from the weight of the water builds and builds until there comes a point where something has to give. At 10 metres of depth, the pressure is strong enough to crush a beer can. Internally, that force causes your lungs to shrink. But at the same time, your body launches into emergency mode, diverting extra blood from your limbs to your chest in a bid to deliver oxygen and stop your lungs from collapsing. As the pressure intensifies, it may cause damage to the lung tissue, resulting in small leaks or tears. I suspect this is why Miguel is coughing up blood.

Unable to help myself, I glance over at him. He’s still unconscious on the platform, his body twisted into the recovery position to stop him from choking. A regulator attached to an oxygen tank has been stuck between his lips. But as I’m watching, it falls out and more blood spills from his mouth, the drops bright red against the white of the platform.

Fear suddenly hijacks my mind. Blackouts are an occupational hazard in this game, but this one looks bad. How did it happen to such an experienced diver? Did Miguel bring it on himself by going so deep on successive days? And if so, what does that mean for me? I’ve also just backed up my deepest ever dive without a rest day and my lungs still ache from yesterday’s practice. Will pushing myself to 100 metres – a depth far beyond anything I’ve done before – put me at similar risk?

I recall the email I got yesterday from Tanguy, a training partner back in Australia. After hearing of my progress during the week, he pleaded with me not to get reckless. ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ he wrote. ‘You’ve already got your PB, don’t try and go deeper or you’ll kill yourself.’

I’m aware of my heart pumping faster, the prickle of panic at the back of my throat…

‘Williams 100-metre Constant Weight, New Zealand! Three minutes till dive time!’ shouts an official.

Three minutes. That’s 180 seconds to turn panic into calm. How I use those three minutes will determine if my dive is successful or if I’ll end up in a state like Miguel. In freediving, adrenaline is the enemy. You have to stay relaxed in order to slow your heart rate and reduce your oxygen consumption. Stress results in loss of focus and bad decisions. I need to recover my composure fast. This is a mental game that’s won or lost in the buildup.

Okay, mate, get a grip, right now. You can’t afford to tense up. Get rational and process the facts. You’ve witnessed heaps of blackouts. Yes, Miguel’s is a bad one, but at least it happened on the surface and he’s getting medical help. On balance, he should be fine. He’s in good hands and you can’t do anything to help. Compartmentalise the incident and move on.

To centre myself, I concentrate on bringing all my attention back to the present moment. I focus on my physical senses: the bobbing motion of the sea, the breeze on my face, the briny tang of the water on my lips. Then I zoom out to gain a bigger perspective. Looking towards the shoreline, I observe my environment with fresh eyes: the crystalline waters, the palm trees, the untouched beach. Over to the right, I see my Kiwi compatriot, Will Trubridge, watching the action from a clifftop. I force a smile and give Will a friendly wave while consciously relaxing my shoulders and unclenching my jaw. When I get anxious, I start to tighten up. By smiling, I’m manipulating my facial muscles to lull my brain into a more positive state. Opening my posture, I slow my breathing until I’m gently inhaling and exhaling just four times a minute.

The mind follows the body. Non-verbal cues will shepherd your mind into a calmer state.

‘Two minutes to go!’ barks the official.

I slot on my nose clip and goggles. The action triggers a mental switch. I’m no longer Ant Williams, sport psychologist, business consultant and married father of two. I’m an elite freediver about to set a new personal record. The tone of my inner monologue cranks up to become hyper-positive. Self-belief is everything now.

Come on, this is your moment, Ant. You’ve trained hard, there’s no reason not to be supremely confident. This is your chance. It’s go time!

Closing my eyes, I visualise myself snatching off the Velcro tag at 100 metres and coming out of the water triumphant at the end of my dive. I imagine the praise from the judges. The pride rippling through my chest. The buzz of satisfaction at achieving my goal.

‘Sixty seconds to go!’

Mentally re-engaged, I switch my attention to my lungs as I take my final breath. Slowly I draw in an immense quantity of air. After ten seconds I’m still inhaling while moving my shoulders back and forth to load every last chamber of my lungs with as much oxygen as I possibly can. Once my lungs feel completely inflated, I begin ‘packing’, a special technique used to force in even more air. I take another huge gulp, then close my glottis – the space between the vocal cords in my larynx – to ram the air down into my lungs. Then I do it again and again to complete 30 ‘packs’, opening my glottis for a microsecond to cram in even more air. By the time I’ve finished, I’ve increased my lung capacity by around 4 litres.

An official gives me a final countdown: five, four, three, two, ONE!

Rolling into the water, I’m enveloped by the blueness of the ocean. The water offers plenty of resistance as my lungs are so full of air that my body is unusually buoyant. I kick assertively with my monofin to propel myself downwards, but I’m careful to keep the movement fluid and relaxed. Down I swim with my arms above my head while kicking with a smooth undulation of my legs and hips. Every 2 metres, I ‘equalise’ by making a forceful exhalation with my mouth shut to blow air into my middle-ear canals and neutralise the pressure.

At 20 metres, the vast mass of water bearing down on me turns my body into a negative weight. Instead of holding me up, it now starts pushing me deeper. That means I can stop using my legs now and begin to freefall. Tucking my chin into my chest, I glide downwards effortlessly, giving a small kick every 5 metres or so for extra momentum. At the same time, I start to bring the air from my lungs up into my cheeks that I puff out like I’m blowing up a balloon.

Metre by metre, the colour of the water darkens, changing steadily from aqua to navy to midnight blue. At 30 metres, I’m consumed by blackness – holy crap, it’s dark down here – and soon there’s no visibility at all. I shut my eyes and proceed on sensation alone. There’s nothing to see now and your eyes require oxygen to function, so swimming blind conserves your supply. I pull my arms down by my sides leaving my index finger and thumb lightly gripping the rope to gauge the speed of my descent. By my estimations, I’m descending at the pace of a light jog.

At 40 metres, I’m aware of the growing tightness around my chest and throat. The pressure is starting to build. But instead of fighting the sensation, I relax into it.

It’s totally normal. Everything is unfolding as expected. Keep going. Stick to the plan.

Burrowing further into the darkness, I focus on retaining a streamlined position and preserving the mass of air that I’ve trapped in my mouth and throat. I equalise the air pressure as gently as I can using my tongue to push the air into my eustachian tubes – the narrow passages that connect the middle ear to the back of the nose and throat.

With no visual or auditory stimulus, my sensory awareness starts to shift inwards. All my consciousness is directed towards the 2 centimetres of air between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. My entire universe is reduced to that tiny cavity and the sensation of the rope between my fingers. Apart from that, I’m untethered from the world, plummeting into a boundless void. The pressure and the urge to breathe is building now, but I try to surrender to the discomfort.

Just let go. Let go.

The alarm on my watch beeps to tell me that I’m at 70 metres. My lungs are now the size of tennis balls. But while my cheeks have deflated significantly, I’ve got a bit of air left. That’s a good sign – I’m still in the game and can keep on pushing deeper.

At 90 metres, things start to get ugly. The pressure in my chest is cranking up with visceral intensity. It feels like an elephant is sitting on top of me. Is that deep enough? Should I turn back?

You still have some air. Keep going, Ant. You’ve got this!

Can I trust this inner voice? Or is my judgement addled by narcosis, an inevitability at these depths as nitrogen dissolves in the bloodstream and starts to anaesthetise the brain. Evoking a dreamlike state like huffing nitrous oxide, narcosis prevents you from thinking straight. Can I afford to ignore the thumping pressure, the rippling convulsions in my chest? Because it’s getting really gnarly now. Like someone is trying to wrench a cricket ball through my sternum. Every atom in my body is getting crushed.

You’re okay. You’re still okay. Go! Go! Go!

Out of the blackness, the alarm on my watch beeps again. It’s a welcome sound. I’m at 93 metres. Only seven more to go! Slowly I twist my body into the turn position. My cheeks are empty of air now. But there’s still the tiniest space on the very back of my tongue. I think I’ve got a pea-sized morsel of air left. Root it out, use it to equalise.

Then my outstretched hand strikes the 100-metre base plate. My head is still tucked into my chest and I resist the urge to look up. If I straighten my neck, the weight of the water risks crushing my larynx. Carefully, I spin my body around until I’m horizontal. The torch under the base plate is illuminated. I need to rip off the tag. But my dexterity is compromised by the lack of oxygen and I fumble it. Shit! Frantically, I grope for it again. Got it!

There is no flicker of satisfaction and I immediately turn around and start kicking hard. Reaching 100 metres is only half the battle. It’s taken me almost two minutes to get to this depth. I’m fast running out of air and have to fight my way back up to the surface. The real danger starts now.

All at once, I’m aware of the reality of my predicament. I’m so alone down here, so far from help, my safety divers still 70 metres above me. My weakening body will have to muster a colossal effort to slog through the ten atmospheres of water pressure that are pinning me down.

For a second, the cavernous depth becomes overwhelming. The solitude of the void feels impossible to breach, the darkness too dense to escape.

Snap out of it! Don’t let the panic in. Stay in control.

Arms up to streamline my body, I start swimming uphill as fast as I can – I’ve got the equivalent of a 30-storey building to climb. But after lulling myself into that state of relaxation during my descent, making my body fire up is hard with the lack of oxygen. In the blackness, I can’t gauge my progress.

I’m kicking and kicking and kicking, my body arrow-straight, arms outstretched. My eyes are open, but I still can’t see anything. There’s a desperate edge to my kicking now. My legs are tiring, but the darkness remains as impenetrable as ever. I should be able to see by now. What’s gone wrong? Am I even moving? Has the narcosis befuddled my brain?

Keep kicking.

Is my lanyard tangled around the 20-kilogram base plate at 100 metres? Or is the lack of oxygen disrupting my vision? Am I making any headway at all? I’m on fumes of oxygen now, lungs burning, chest convulsing, a silent scream in my throat. Have I swum the wrong way? Gone off course? Still the clutching blackness refuses to yield.

Keep kicking. Just keep kicking. If you’re snagged on the base plate it can’t be too heavy – you can pull it to the surface. Fight the darkness. Kick away the panic. Just bloody kick!

Then, from a direction I can’t quite fathom, I hear three blasts of the ‘groper call’, the communication sound my safety divers make to flag they’re nearby. But I can’t see them! Surely I should be able to if they’re stationed at the 30-metre mark? Where are they? That must’ve been a warning call, urging me to hurry the fuck up. My divers must know I’ve been down here too long. What the hell has gone wrong?

Reach for the surface. Keep pushing. Just another ten kicks.

Suddenly, I explode through the water and into the light. I can’t see anything through my clouded goggles and I flail my arms reaching for the rope that I somehow manage to grasp. I’m disorientated and wildly dizzy, struggling to stay afloat.

‘Breathe! Breathe!’ someone yells.

Woozy from three and a half minutes underwater I can’t think straight. Then, through my gasping haze, I realise that Dave is shouting my name. But I can’t process his words.

‘Surface protocol!’ he screams. ‘Five seconds left!’

Finally, my brain makes sense of what he’s saying. Hands shaking, I rip off my mask and the world lurches. Whoa! Then I tear off my nose clip, before flashing the okay sign to the judges. There’s a 30-second wait while they check my motor control and make sure I’m not about to black out. Then one of them holds up a white card to validate my dive.

I’ve done it! I’ve bloody done it!

Emotions flood my brain. A tidal wave of adrenaline spiked with naked relief that I’ve escaped that choking darkness. The primal delight of survival collides with pride that I’ve finally done it. I’ve reached 100 metres at last after years of trying.

Grant Graves, the official judge, leans over the platform. ‘Well done, Anthony. So you’re number 23. That’s your number.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Only 23 people in history have ever reached 100 metres in competition. You, my friend, are number 23.’

The implications of the words make me reel. Last year alone, over 600 climbers summited Mount Everest. By diving to a depth of 100 metres, I’ve joined an exclusive crew.

Dave swims over and grabs me in a clumsy hug that accidentally dunks us both. There are tears in his eyes. ‘How did you manage that? I was shitting myself! Thought seeing Miguel black out might’ve psyched you out. But you did it, Ant! You stayed so cool. Did you grow up with balls of steel or something?’

I respond with a grin, but I know that what Dave said isn’t true. I was never a brave kid growing up. In fact, I was fearful and meek, a lifelong rule follower too timid to step out of line. The difference is that my work as a sport psychologist exposed me to an armoury of mental tricks to stop fear from holding me back. Tactics that anyone can learn to perform under pressure.

For a minute, I just float on my back and chuckle quietly to myself, marvelling at the life-giving wonder of every breath. Then the reality of my achievement hits home and I’m blinking back tears. Things got hairy down there, but I didn’t buckle. By diving to 100 metres, I’ve achieved a decade-long goal and survived.

Eventually, I compose myself and roll around to face Dave.

‘Miguel is okay, by the way,’ he says. ‘He came around pretty quick. Didn’t even want to go to hospital although they talked him into it.’

‘Thank God, it looked like a bad one.’

Together, we bob side by side, taking in the craziness of what just happened. Finally, Dave breaks the silence. ‘So you didn’t see the devil then, hanging out down there in the Hole?’

‘No, I didn’t and that’s a good thing, too. I’ve heard he’s a pretty bad guy.’





PART 1






CHAPTER 1

It’s May 1997 and I’m in my share house in Auckland when the landline rings. On the other end is a gruff Afrikaans accent.

‘Finally tracked you down. Do you know that you’re the only prick in Auckland who does sport psychology?’

‘Sorry, who is this?’

‘Eh? Oh. It’s Ian McIntosh. Coach of the Natal Sharks.’

Instantly I grip the phone tighter. Despite being a Kiwi, I’m no rugby tragic, but Ian McIntosh is a well-known name. He’s the former coach of the Springboks and the man who many credit with laying the foundations for their 1996 World Cup triumph.

‘Good to hear from you, Ian. What can I do for you?’

‘Look, mate, I’ll cut to the chase here. You got anything on right now?’

‘Nothing I can’t shuffle around.’

‘Good, because we need some help and don’t have much time. Get yourself down to the Centra Hotel on Queen Street where the team is staying. Be there at 2 pm. Will fill you in on the details then.’

McIntosh hangs up and I stand there in a baffled state of excitement. I’m 24 years old and only a few months out of university after doing a double major in sport and cognitive psychology at the University of Otago. On paper, I’m supposedly now working as a sport psychologist. In reality, my clients so far have consisted of one surfer mate and a climber who suddenly developed an inconvenient fear of heights. The upshot is that I’m mainly supporting myself by working as a barman at the Chill Bar on Ponsonby Road. Now I’ve apparently been hired by an internationally respected rugby coach. What on earth does he want?

Trying to get myself up to speed, I flick through the sports section of a day-old copy of The New Zealand Herald that Brian, my flatmate, has left crumpled down the side of the sofa. Quickly, things start to make sense. McIntosh’s team, the Natal Sharks, are over from Durban ahead of a semi-final against the high-flying Auckland Blues. The Super 12 match is taking place this Saturday at Eden Park. That’s in just three days’ time.

Hastily, I get ready. Keen to project some authority despite my rookie status, I figure dressing up is probably a good idea. I iron a shirt, chuck on the suit I wore to my high-school formal and rush out the door to get into town.



When I arrive at the Centra, McIntosh is prowling the lobby. He’s dressed in a Sharks tracksuit with a cap pulled down low and tufts of grey hair poking out the sides. After a bone-crushing handshake that makes me audibly gasp, he sizes me up and frowns. ‘Shit, you’re a fair bit younger than I expected, eh? Oh well, you better come and meet the management team.’

McIntosh leads me down a corridor into a foyer. Over in one corner is a large oval table with about ten burly guys sitting around it. They’re all wearing tracksuits and I instantly regret my decision to wear a suit. Waving me into a seat, McIntosh introduces me to the Sharks’ inner circle – the assistant trainers for the forwards and backs, the strength and conditioning coach, the team manager, the physios, and so on. Unfortunately, I can’t take in any of the names because all my attention is directed towards the head of the table where the team’s skipper, Gary Teichmann, is sitting. The towering forward also captains the Springboks national team and is viewed, even in New Zealand, as one of the best number eights in the world.

‘Right, first up,’ McIntosh says, ‘let’s get one thing straight. We’ve never used a sport psychologist before. And I don’t want word getting out that we’re using one now. Don’t want anyone thinking we’re weak in the head.’

As he’s speaking, a troop of hulking men built like refrigerators walk past our table and into the hotel ballroom next door. I recognise the colossal prop, Ollie le Roux, and his Springboks’ teammate, the hard-tackling fly-half, Henry Honiball. This is the Sharks team I’ll be working with.

‘So here’s the thing,’ McIntosh continues. ‘We’re playing the Blues on Saturday and the bloody media keep saying we’re going to get fucking walloped. That we’re going to lose by 30 points or more. Forget the fact that most of those chumps never even played the bloody game. The problem is all this nonsense has got into the boys’ heads.’

He sketches out the background to the hoodoo. Last year, the Blues comfortably beat the Sharks in the 1996 Super 12 final. Propelled by the freakish power of Jonah Lomu, Auckland rampaged to a 45–21 victory at Eden Park, the same venue the teams will play at in three days’ time. ‘To be fair, the score could’ve been a lot worse,’ McIntosh admits.

Psychologically, though, the real damage happened a few months later. That Blues side who beat the Sharks in the final contained 11 All Blacks who then toured South Africa for a test series. They included the Brooke brothers, Zinzan and Robin, Michael Jones, the formidable lock, and Sean Fitzpatrick, world rugby’s front-row strongman. Over three games, the All Blacks came out on top and became known as ‘the Incomparables’ for their feat of winning a test series in South Africa for the first time.

Subsequently, the Sharks faced the Blues this season in Durban and came off second best in a bad-tempered clash. McIntosh now feels his team have lost their belief.

‘The energy is low, the morale is shot, the team lack intensity in training. Now the media is beating us up. Look, I know it’s been a bloody long season. But this is a semi-final, for Christ’s sake, and it’s like no one wants to be here. It’s clear from the boys’ attitude and body language that they’re sick of travelling and just want to go home. What I need you to do, Anthony, is fix their heads. Restore some pride. Get the boys up for this game. Reckon you can help us?’

‘I’m sure there’s heaps we can work on,’ I say.

‘Alright, then you better come and see the lads. We’ve got a team meeting now. Let’s go.’

Everyone gets up and walks through to the ballroom. I trail behind Teichmann, marvelling at the girth of his neck and shoulders. Inside, the 30-man Sharks squad are sitting at several tables, joking around or flicking through the local papers. I opt to pull up a chair at the back of the room. I’ll keep a low-profile today, I figure, watch McIntosh’s session and gather some intel. Presumably, he’ll want me to brief the team tomorrow and start to gee them up.

Another tracksuited member of staff – I think it’s one of the physios – takes a seat alongside me. ‘You’ve got a hell of a job on your hands here, mate,’ he whispers. ‘God knows what you can do, because the boys’ confidence is at rock bottom. Talk about getting a hospital pass…’

As I’m processing all this, McIntosh walks up to the front of the room where a makeshift stage has been assembled. ‘Right-ho,’ he shouts. ‘Listen up. I’m going to get straight into it. I wanted to introduce you to an old mate that I’ve just run into. His name’s Ant Williams and we caught up last year – went for a jog together when I was visiting Auckland. Anyway, he’s a top sport psychologist and he’s going to come and have a few words with you. Over to you, Ant…’

Whoa! What the hell? I had no idea I’d be addressing the team today. I’m totally unprepared and have nothing to go on. Now an entire room full of grizzled players – many of whom are veteran internationals – are staring at me, waiting for me to do something. Oh shit.

Trying to look confident, I puff out my chest and walk to the front of the room in my shiny suit. McIntosh passes me on the way and nods. ‘You’ve got them for the next two hours,’ he says, patting me on the shoulder. ‘Don’t waste our time.’

From the stage, I recognise a bunch of faces from TV. There’s Gary Lawless, the fullback who scored 50 points in a game against Otago earlier this season. Next to him is André Joubert, who turned in a heroic performance against the All Blacks in the World Cup final despite playing with a broken hand. All these hardened pros are eyeballing me with a mixture of suspicion and disdain. And I have no idea what I’m meant to say.

Smiling nervously, I size up the room while wracking my brain for my opening salvo. Just as I’m about to utter my first words, someone yells out. It’s the Springboks’ lock Mark Andrews, a 6΄7˝ ogre of a man. ‘So what are we supposed to be focusing on then, eh? Are we meant to be focusing on ourselves and our game? Or concentrating on these Blues pricks?’

Instantly, the room erupts. Players start venting about the dirty tricks they’ve experienced at the hands of the Kiwi players. Names of Blues’ players ring out amid tales of eye-gouging, testicle-pulling and worse in the depths of the mauls. Andrews is the most voluble, ranting about how Zinzan Brooke ground his studs into his ankle when he was stuck at the bottom of a ruck.

‘He told me I was a disgrace to the jersey,’ he says incredulously. ‘And as for that niggly Sean Fitzpatrick, he’s a devious one alright…’

Now there’s some energy to work with. At least people are engaged, even if they’re worryingly combustible.

‘Okay, that’s a great question,’ I say. ‘A great question. Just to recap what Mark said there: are you supposed to be focusing on your game? Or focusing on your opponents? And we’ll get into all of that, I promise. But first up, let me start today by asking you all a question. Are you guys going to win this weekend?’

No one speaks. Some players cross their arms and look sullen, while others avoid eye contact and stare at the floor. The silence hangs heavy after the preceding clamour. Looking about the room, I decide to try again.

‘I don’t know if you heard me. But if you believe you’re going to beat the Blues at Eden Park in the Super 12 semi-final on Saturday, can you stand up right now.’

All eyes look towards the top table of Teichmann, Honiball and Lawless. None of them moves. I didn’t anticipate this at all…

Eventually, one young kid who barely looks out of his teens gets to his feet. The reaction isn’t positive. He’s instantly heckled by his teammates who yell at him to sit down. To the kid’s credit, he stands his ground.

‘No, fuck off. I’m standing up – we can bloody win this game.’

Then, on the next table, a shaven-headed youngster with a broken nose that looks like a heavily chewed dog toy also stands up to further jeers.

‘So why are you two standing up?’ I ask them.

‘Boys!’ cries the shaven-headed youngster. ‘We can win this! What’s all this negativity crap about, eh?’

The kid’s remark ignites more scrappy debate between the different tables. But at the end of it, there are still just two players standing up. Two people out of 30 who honestly believe they can beat the Blues. I’m staggered by this pessimism and glaring lack of belief. Still, at least there’s a consensus. What I have to try to do now is reframe the narrative in a more positive way.

‘Okay. So the votes are in. Clearly most of you don’t reckon you can get a result on Saturday. But let’s park that for a second and look beyond the game. When you boys get back to Durban next week, I want you to think about what’ll happen when you land at the airport. Your friends, your families, your kids will be there to meet you. There’ll be a load of reporters. Maybe even some Sharks fans to welcome you home. My question to you is this: what would success look like if you didn’t win?’

‘Mate, it’s a semi-final!’ shouts a guy who must be a prop judging by the mangled state of his ears. ‘It’s win or lose.’

‘Haven’t you read the paper?’ another Afrikaans voice calls out. ‘This journo predicts we’re going to lose by 30 points.’

‘Yeah, I get that the Blues are the bookies’ favourites,’ I say. ‘What I want to know is what needs to happen for you guys to walk into that airport in Durban and still be able to hold your heads up high. How can you retain your sense of pride even if things don’t go your way?’

There’s a glum silence that I allow to fester for a good 20 seconds as I look around the room.

‘Well, we’d have to have played some football. Give a good account of ourselves, eh?’ someone eventually offers.

‘Yes, that makes sense,’ I say. ‘But how do we quantify that in a tangible way? What does playing well and losing actually look like?’

‘Got to keep the score down. Keep it tight,’ Teichmann says.

For the next few minutes, I probe a bit deeper to ascertain what a respectable losing scoreline would look like. The debate rumbles on for a while. Last year, the Blues beat them in the final 45–21. Everyone agrees that an improvement on that performance is required. This time, the Sharks can’t meekly surrender. They have to play some attacking rugby and put some points on the board. After a lot of cajoling, I eventually get the players to agree on an acceptable scoreline. The winning margin, they decide, cannot be more than 20 points. If the players can fly home having lost by 19 points or fewer, the verdict is that they’ll have salvaged some pride.

What I’m hoping to do here is to reframe the team’s mindset in a more helpful way. In physically threatening situations, we naturally default to the negative as a survival mechanism. It’s a way of priming our defences to keep us safe. But that’s rarely beneficial in sport as it’s liable to make athletes tighten up or freeze rather than playing with freedom and belief. By establishing a more achievable goal, I’m trying to get the team to buy into a more positive narrative.

‘So we’re all agreed then, yes? You are not going to lose by more than 20 points. But if that’s going to happen, if you’re going to succeed in keeping things that tight, what will that involve?’

‘Defence! Tight defence!’ someone at the back table shouts.

‘That makes sense. To keep the score down at Eden Park, you’ll have to maintain an incredible defence. And you’ll have to do that against a team packed full of All Blacks, who are playing in front of a capacity home crowd who’ll be cheering every mistake you make. To do that you need to have each other’s backs. You need to support each other. You need to put your bodies on the line and you need to be totally united in that goal to stand firm and not collapse in the face of the Blues’ attack.’

Glancing around the room, I feel like I’ve got the players’ attention now, even if many of them are still eyeing me warily. I push on.

‘To help you all stick together and have each other’s backs, what we need to agree on is some collective self-talk that you’re going to use to rally yourselves when things get ugly. I’m talking about the moment when you’re gasping for air in the fifth phase of play and you’re getting hammered by the Blues forwards, who’ve pinned you back 5 metres from your try line. In the midst of that pressure, when you’re copping some heavy punishment, what you need to do as a team is to stay staunch. To keep putting your head in where it hurts, to keep tackling. Because if you’re right and the Blues are the stronger team, that scenario is going to play out over and over again on Saturday. It’s going to get bloody tough out there. During those moments, we need to find a keyword that you’ll say to your teammates. A word of solidarity that’ll encourage you all to stay united and strong. So what is that keyword going to be?’

There’s a bit of discussion before a cackle of laughter erupts from one table. Suddenly, a word starts to reverberate around the room. It sounds like ‘lem’. Soon it becomes a chant: ‘lem, lem, lem.’ I have no idea what they’re talking about.

‘Sorry, fellas, can someone help me out here? Maybe translate?’

Everyone looks to Henry Honiball. He’s the Springboks’ fly-half, a tall man for the position and a notoriously fierce tackler. So far, he hasn’t uttered a single word; now he stands up to tower above his seated teammates. ‘They call me “Lem”,’ Honiball grunts. ‘It’s an Afrikaans word. It means to cut down the middle with a razor.’

‘Lem’, the Sharks agree, is going to be the team’s defensive keyword. It’ll be their war cry to dig deeper, and maintain their defence with thundering tackles that cut their opposite number in half. The players will use it to fire each other up when protecting their line and hopefully keep the score down in the process.

Having established some collective self-talk, I split the squad into groups of six. Pads of paper and coloured crayons are circulated as we start an hour-long workshop. Now we’ve got a team language, I want to draw out the players’ individual sources of motivation. I want to identify what they’re really competing for and remind them why they signed up for it in the first place.

Presently, the sheets of paper are scrawled with gung-ho slogans. One bruising flanker has written ‘PRIDE OF NATAL’. Another forward jots down a rambling message about his determination to ‘show my kids you NEVER give in, however tough things get’. When I’ve deciphered his handwriting, we condense that message down to ‘NO SURRENDER’. Once each of the players has settled on their personal calls to action, I get them to write them out again and again on smaller bits of paper.

‘Those individual mottos are going to become your private mantras,’ I say. ‘When you go back to your rooms, I want each of you to stick them up next to your bed so they’re the first thing you see in the morning. I want them on the bathroom mirror so you’re reading them when you’re brushing your teeth. Those words need to be at the front of your minds 24/7 until the final whistle blows on Saturday.’

By the end of the workshop, the atmosphere in the room has lightened. The mood is no longer that of a pending execution – there’s more laughter now and even a flicker of excitement among the younger players. Broadly speaking, I’m happy with how it’s worked out, given the off-the-cuff nature of the workshop. At this stage, it’s hard to know how much the session will help, but at least I’ve acquitted myself okay in my first big professional gig. But there is one thing that’s still bugging me and, as the session breaks up, I go and seek out McIntosh.

‘Early days,’ he nods at my approach. ‘Still, looks like you’re getting a response.’

‘Some promising foundations,’ I agree. ‘But there is something I need you to help me with.’

I explain that I’ve noticed how the really senior pros – the Sharks’ most respected players – were notably aloof during the session. They’re only participating with grudging reluctance and still seem suspicious of the process. Privately, I’m pretty sure that I haven’t won them over yet and, given their influence on the rest of the team, that’s a major problem. With no time to win their trust, I need to tackle the issue head-on.

‘I need a private session with that leadership group. We’ve hardly got any time here and we need to get them on board.’

McIntosh nods. ‘Anthony, remember back in the day when you used to get on the school bus? Remember the cool kids that everyone else looked up to? Where did they always sit?’

‘Gee, we’re going back a fair bit, Ian. But in my day they always sat in the back row.’

‘Exactly. It’s a universal thing. The cool kids always sit at the back of the bus. There’s always a backseat crew in a rugby team, too.’

‘Well then, I guess what I need is a session with the backseat crew.’

McIntosh claps me on the back, partially winding me in the process. ‘Leave it with me. I’ll sort it.’



At 8 am the next day I’m back at the Centra for my meeting with the backseat boys. Weirdly, although I’m more prepared this morning, I’m more nervous, too. That’s because I’m about to sit down with some of the best players in the game, men who’ve won hundreds of caps, lifted the World Cup and have the facial scars to prove it. I’m nervous because, quite honestly, overnight I’ve been wondering what I can really teach these guys about how to approach this match, given I haven’t played rugby since high school. These blokes have competed at the top level for years. Why should they listen to me?

The reality is that I’m straight out of uni and have no credibility beyond my degree. I’ve never worked with a professional sports team and have limited first-hand experience of managing team dynamics. Everything I know about sport psychology is purely theoretical. The only reason they’ve heard me out so far is that I’ve been sold to them as an old mate of their coach. The younger players are more open-minded. Having not experienced so many of life’s disappointments, they’re less disposed to self-doubt. My audience this morning, however, will consist of gnarled veterans who know all the motivational tricks and dark arts. They’re going to be much harder to convince. On the positive side, at least I now look more like I’m part of the set-up: yesterday I was handed a Sharks tracksuit so I’ve finally ditched my suit and tie.

When I walk into the conference room, the four players are already sitting down. There’s the skipper, Teichmann, Honiball, Joubert and Lawless. As soon as I enter, their banter turns to silence. No one even offers a ‘hello’ until Teichmann eventually nods at me. ‘Heard you needed some help?’ he grunts.

‘That’s right, Gary. I absolutely do. One thing, though – I thought Mark Andrews was coming along to this session?’

Teichmann sighs. ‘We had some bad luck during training. Mark buggered his shoulder and needs some physio. Touch and go as to whether he’ll make the game.’

Potentially, that is a big blow. Andrews is the Sharks’ enforcer, a powerhouse of aggression and the focal part of the line-out. His absence will leave a gaping hole in the team.

‘Oh well,’ I say as brightly as I can. ‘Hopefully he’ll come good. But if not, it’ll make what I want to say even more important.’

I take a sip of my water.

‘The thing is we’re really close to the game now, only two days to go. I honestly believe that I can help your team and give you some mental tools to improve your performance. But there’s no way that’ll work unless I get the full endorsement of everyone in this room. Young players look up to the senior pros – they always have and always will. They dream of emulating you and achieving the same kind of success that you’ve enjoyed. I’ve been parachuted in at the last minute here and I’m trying to peddle some ideas to help your team prepare. Some of these ideas might be new to you. Some of them you might think are a crock of shit. But I’ve shared them because I know they can help you to raise your game on Saturday. The fact of the matter is, though, that they’ll only work if you four – the most senior and respected guys on the team – visibly buy into them.’

I look around the table. No one speaks, in fact there’s no reaction at all. Doggedly, I push on.

‘Here’s what your “endorsement” needs to look like. In training, I need each of you to go to your closest teammates and echo some of the messages we’ve gone through. Henry, that means you go up to the half-backs, to the centres and repeat the importance of the “lem” stuff. Gary, I need you to have a quiet word with each of the forwards and emphasise the importance of keeping the points margin below 20. Hammer home the value of not surrendering an inch. Say whatever you think is going to land with them. If these young guys see that you’re buying into these messages, that will convince them to follow through. Without your endorsement, none of this will work.’

Once again, I look around the table for a reaction. Honiball is staring at the wall, Joubert is scratching a scab on the back of his hand. Eventually, Teichmann gives a tiny nod of his head. ‘Alright, we’ll do it,’ he says.

The four players rise up out of their chairs and walk out of the room. After barely ten minutes, the meeting is over.



Over the next two days, I try to implement every motivational tool that I know. I put a blanket ban on the team reading the papers or watching the news. The Kiwi press is confidently predicting a battering and I don’t want the team exposed to that message. That editorial line runs directly against the narrative that I want to instil, so we need to shut it down.

I speak to Ian McIntosh about the possibility of getting Nelson Mandela on a video call to deliver a morale-boosting team talk. In the end, it doesn’t eventuate – Mandela is travelling on state business – but the fact the management team attempts to make it happen reassures me that they’re backing me up.

The coaches group the players into their tactical cliques – separating the forwards and backs – and run through their strategy and approach for the game. We analyse their opponents in detail, highlighting their biggest weapons and most effective plays, while reflecting what we can do to neutralise these threats.

Feeding into all that, I run two hour-long workshops each day. One of the main areas we explore is what the team will do if things start going wrong and our plans misfire. Momentum is crucial in rugby and it cuts both ways. Often a one-off error – a mistimed pass or a bad kick – will lead to the opposition scoring. But if you allow your heads to drop and lose your composure, more blunders will follow, leading the game to get away from you at terrifying speed. Every player will make mistakes, but they can’t afford to dwell on them. We come up with contingency plans so that when things do go awry, each player will quickly regroup and regain his focus.

Speaking to the forwards, we imagine a scenario where they bungle a line-out and miss tackles leading to an Auckland try. In the minutes that follow, when the team is standing on the try
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