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Celebra
te Mother’s and Father’s Day

Even the extraordinary ath-
lete finds the need to reassure
himself that all is well. Twice
this year Roger Federer has lost
to Argentina’s Guillermo Canas,
an improbable occurrence, and
the Swiss acknowledged his con-
fidence was dented. 

Yet he also interpreted the
defeats inventively, saying: “I
would honestly rather lose to
the same guy twice than lose
to two different guys. If I lost to
two different players I would
think I wasn’t playing well, but
with one guy I can think, ‘Okay,
this guy is on a roll’. It’s just eas-
ier to digest.” 

When Federer lost to Rafael
Nadal in the Monte Carlo final,
in straight sets, his fifth straight
loss to the Spaniard on clay, his
comments later gave no hint of
his unconvincing performance. 

On the contrary, he said:
“I feel this match gave me some
information. I think I’m ab-
solutely in the mix with him
(Nadal) on clay, which is how I
wanted to feel. You know, it’s al-
ways disappointing to lose, but
I feel like I didn’t play well and
still it was close. That’s a good
thing.”

Perhaps the most illumi-
nating conversation I had this
year was with world No 49 ten-
nis player Sania Mirza some
weeks ago. 

Just finding some decent
form, fully fit after a year, mis-
fortune struck when she hyper-
extended her anterior cruciate
ligament, effectively short-cir-

cuiting her career for two
months. 

But when I tried to plumb
the frustration of the injured
athlete, all I got was optimism
flung in my face. 

First, Mirza said the injury
was beneficial in a way. “I found
time with myself, to think about
where I want my life to go.”
Second, she insisted, the train-
ing required because of the in-
jury made her fitter than she’d
ever been. Thirdly, she even
found an upside to the type of
injury. 

In the past, she’s strained
her stomach, wrist, ankle, in-
juries perhaps caused by an un-
ready body, a lack of strength.
But the hyper-extended knee
was a freak occurrence, her
body hadn’t broken down be-
cause of training she hadn’t
done, or a lack of fitness, and
that was heartening. 

It was so evident what she
was doing that one had to ask,
and she admitted: “I love chang-
ing negatives into positives, you
learn that as an athlete. The
first couple of days I was an-
noyed, why didn’t this (injury)
happen at the end of the year,
but then I thought, maybe I
needed the break.” 

Sometimes the athlete’s ra-
tionalising appears awkward.
But often their cheerful dispo-
sition, their refusal to say “poor
me”, their belief that better
days are a sunset away, their
certainty that hope is never lost,
is simply uplifting.

Optimism is gold
dust in sports

SIT with an athlete and casually let slip in
conversation that he’s not good enough to
qualify for a particular tournament, that his
opponents are too gifted for him, and this
is what could happen. 

He’ll leave the room. 
Years ago, a highly driven and

accomplished athlete that I knew
did exactly that. 

Why? 
“I don’t spend my time with

negative people”, he explained.
“It does me no good”. Optimism
was his fuel.

Pessimism, he felt, infected
the joints of the athlete bent on
improvement. 

Often it almost seems that
athletes, teams, coaches are con-
ditioned to look at the bright side,
tuned into a 24-hour optimism
frequency. Even in defeat, they will find a way
to console themselves, excavating hopeful-
ness from their darkest hours. 

Chelsea may have lost a league title
many contended they were well-stocked to
win, their halo was punctured after the 1-1
draw with Arsenal, yet just listen to Mour-
inho.

“I’m prouder today of my team than
when we became champions,” he said.
“When a team have a lot of success and
loses it’s usually down to lack of motiva-
tion, but my team were the opposite — they
were brilliant, fighting against everything,
and the game today was one to remember.

“In this club, people gave more than
the other two seasons. It is a special group

of boys: I love them more than in previous
seasons and trust them more today. It is a
pity next season doesn’t start tomorrow.”

Some might describe this as spinning,
painting a picture at odds with reality. Sure-
ly Mourinho was steaming, sulky, wanted to
send his players to bed without dinner. Nev-
ertheless, there he was, injecting some sun-
light into the gloom, insisting the loss had
hardly diminished their potency, that his

boys were champions who’d been,
well, just a mite unlucky.  

For sportspeople, “think posi-
tive” is their security blanket, they
don’t travel without it. On court, it
may be 2-5, 15-30, but you can al-
most hear the athlete’s brain mes-
saging him, hey, so what, you’re
just getting warmed up, that idiot
opponent is going to run out of for-
tune, and your forehand is about to
start firing. Off the field, too, it is
a mantra they hold close, a philos-
ophy they cannot survive without.  

Doubt is a disease for athletes,
pessimism a curse. In a pursuit

where self-assurance is so vital, no one
wants to bleed confidence. Hope is what
sustains them, the belief that everything
must be for the best. If sport is so much a
mental pursuit, the strength of the mind
separating opponents, then that weapon
must be kept sharp and buoyant. 

So tennis players lose early in a tour-
nament but insist it’s a blessing because it
gives them extra time to prepare for the
next, big event. Experienced players in a
team fall ill and coaches bounce into press
conferences saying, terrific, this gives tal-
ented youngsters the opportunity to shine.
Teams lose repeatedly and captains shrug
off despair and claim “we’re in a building
phase”. 

Athletes always look for the 
light in the gloom of defeat, 
otherwise the pall will never lift

Rohit Brijnath
news@newstoday.com.sg

THURSDAY WITH

GETTY IMAGES

SSTTAAYYIINNGG  PPOOSSIITTIIVVEE::  ((ffrroomm  lleefftt))
DDeessppiittee  eexxppeerriieenncciinngg  ddeeffeeaatt,,
CChheellsseeaa,,  FFeeddeerreerr  ((iinn  rreedd,,  wwiitthh
CCaannaass))  aanndd  MMiirrzzaa  ccoonnttiinnuuee  ttoo
bbeelliieevvee  tthhaatt  bbeetttteerr  ddaayyss  aarree
jjuusstt  rroouunndd  tthhee  ccoorrnneerr..  

SSPPAARRKKIINNGG  IINNTTOO  LLIIFFEE
African duo Kengne Ludovick 
and Kone Hamed ready to slam 
in the goals for new club Home
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