










ligaments aren’t.” He blamed 
a combination of factors, 
including the extreme cold, 
for the injuries that knocked 
five Canadian racers out of 
Olympic contention by mid-
December. “Our equipment 
is evolving faster than our 
human bodies.”

It’s a process of evolution 
that’s only picking up speed 

in international sports. Canada risks getting 
left behind if—as happened after Montreal 
and Calgary—we stop backing our athletes 
with the financial and administrative resour-
ces brought to bear in the last four years. 

“Where do we go after the Games—does all of 
this special funding that was created disappear?” 
asks Jackson. “If it does, we lose everything: 
we lose 150 positions of coaches and sports 
science people, the whole Top Secret program.” 
That could have a disastrous impact in two 
years. “We need to transfer a bunch of the 
knowledge to the summer sports, too,” says 
Allinger, who fears the will to finance elite 
sports programs may fade after the Olympics. 

“That’s a concern,” he says. “But I think we’ll 
end up being No. 1, and who’s going to want 
to turn the tap off then?” M

what the athletes are doing and 
what they feel they’re doing,” 
says Dorotich. The treadmill, 
says speed skater Andrew God-
bout, “lessens the gap between 
doing something and seeing 
what you’re doing.” 

Godbout, rocketing across 
the ramp’s endless surface, can 
peer into a screen set up before 
him and watch his own body 
in profile, adjusting his pos-
ition—lowering his head, bend-
ing his knees—at his coach’s 
direction. “It takes months to 
figure out what the feeling of 
going fast is—searching for the 
feeling of your best race,” God-
bout explains.

THE HUMAN 
SLINGSHOT
Margins of victory at the Rich-
mond speed skating oval are 
as thin as the skaters’ skin suits. 
Those suits, incidentally, are part of the inspir-
ation for Allinger’s championing of the Top 
Secret program. Back in 2002, Allinger was 
living in Salt Lake City, attached to the U.S. 
Olympic speed skating team. He recalls sit-
ting in the stands overhearing two discour-
aged top Canadian skaters. “We can’t beat 
those Americans,” one said. “Their suits are 
too fast.” Not good, thought Allinger. “Men-
tally, they had a barrier there.”

Not this year. Three years of fabric research, 
design and wind tunnel testing produced a 
suit that cuts air friction. Sports apparel maker 
Descente is producing the suits for exclusive 
Canadian use at Games time. “We know we’re 
going to have the fastest suit there based on 
what we’ve done,” says Allinger. Canada’s skat-
ers have already had the benefit of one of the 
most exotic weapons in the Top Secret arsenal: 
the speed cable. Think of a human slingshot—
or, as performance analyst Dorotich puts it, a 
water skier’s tow rope. Instead of a boat, there 
is a giant rotating spool.  

Cornering at high speeds is one of the great-
est challenges skaters face. Since their training 
doesn’t usually peak until Olympic Games 
time, they are often hitting corners then at 
speeds they’ve rarely reached before. A wobble 
costs precious fractions of a second; a fall is 
disastrous. Skaters start at one end of the 
straightaway and are yanked up to speeds as 
high as 65 km/h. Then they let go of the rope, 
get into their skating stride and hit the corner, 
allowing them to practise their technique time 
after time. The system has proven popular 
among Canada’s Olympic-level skaters, and 
lineups for the catapult are common, says 
speed skater Godbout. The cable solves a 

coaching challenge, says Dor-
otich. “It’s hard work to get 
up to that speed,” he says. 

“How do we train at high 
enough quality without over-
training them physically?” 

ALL’S FAIR.  
ISN’T IT?
It’s naive to think Canada 
is doing anything different 
from the kind of R & D work other countries 
have conducted for decades. “In a number 
of these areas, we’re catching up,” says Jack-
son. “In two or three or four areas, we’re 
probably moving ahead.” FES has just rolled 
out a new bobsled for the German team with 
an advanced aerodynamic design. The Nor-
wegians, based on decades of research, are 
experts in Nordic skiing technology. 

But technology has a dark side. An argu-
ment can be made that the rash of injuries 
devastating the Canadian alpine team and 
several of its international rivals this season is 
due to ski technology that tests the limits of 
racecourse design and human physiology. 

“The skis are getting better,” Canada’s Manuel 
Osborne-Paradis said after winning his second 
World Cup medal of the season. “Knees and 

no such thing as too much mexican
In the moments leading up to a recent flauta-eating contest in La 
Jolla, Calif., the world’s top-ranked competitive eater, Joey Chest-
nut, appeared confident. But after eight minutes, a new king had 
been crowned. In what is being called “the biggest upset in com-
petitive eating history,” Ben “Big” Monson, ranked 24th, packed 
away 65 deep-fried Mexican tortilla rolls, dwarfing Chestnut’s total 
of 56. The victory netted Monson a cool US$2,000.

AT TRAINING camp at 
Whistler, prototype com-
posite plates were tweaked 
and baked on the condo 
barbecue; Matthew Morison 
rides to victory Dec. 15, the 
plate hidden under MACtac
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